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Preface
s

Throughout his life Jefferson had a romance with
language. As a youngster growing up on the Virginia
Piedmont; as a teenager studying at the College of
William and Mary; as a young adult cloistered in his
suite at Monticello within his ever expanding library;
as a parent and mentor dispensing sage advice to his
daughters, grandchildren, and sundry young men
studying law with him; as a widower deliciously flirt-
ing with beautiful, fashionable, intelligent women in
Europe and America; as a diplomat and politician in
local, state, national, and international service; as a
busy and productive retiree; as a tireless correspon-
dent communicating with old friends, political asso-
ciates, and learned men in a wide range of scientific
fields, and virtually until the day of his death, Jeffer-
son was fascinated with the written word.

This allure of language, however, did not extend
to the spoken word. John Adams recalled that in the
Second Continental Congress Jefferson “never spoke
in public; and during the whole Time I sat with him
in Congress, I never heard him utter three Sentences
together.” Everyone understood that Jefferson had an
eloquent pen but could challenge no one “in Elocu-
tion and public debate.”1 Jefferson admired great ora-
tors, such as Indian chiefs whose natural eloquence
captured their listeners’ imagination, and Patrick
Henry, who according to Jefferson, appeared “to



speak as Homer wrote.”2 Unfortunately Jefferson
could not transfer his mastery over the written text to
the spoken word—his deliveries always fell flat.

Jefferson’s love of language was not limited to
English. Certainly he praised and glorified Shake-
speare “for the enrichment of the language by his
free and magical creation of words,”3 but he enjoyed
reading and studying many other languages. He
collected samples of Indian languages hoping to
trace their common origin. He read Greek, Latin,
Italian, French, and Spanish. When purchasing and
ordering books for his own library, he always sought
editions in the original language. He was ever grate-
ful to his father for instilling in him the love of the
ancient Greek and Latin.4

Jefferson was also deeply interested in the lan-
guage of science. He systematically purchased for his
library “whatever was rare & valuable in every sci-
ence.”5 Each science has its own language, and Jef-
ferson became adept in many of these as he read the
scientific literature, applied the theories to the par-
ticulars, and corresponded with some of the great
scholars in the world, using their specialized idiom.
He realized that to plumb to the depths of a science,
you must become fluent in its own language.

Jefferson was, perhaps above all, a great letter
writer. He wrote literally thousands of letters. He de-
lighted in corresponding with old friends, especially
Benjamin Rush and, after a rapprochement in 1812,
with John Adams. Jefferson also wrote to hundreds
of strangers who wrote “civilly” to him, thus making
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it “hard to refuse them civil answers.”6 Nearly every
day he found himself figuratively chained to the
writing table—sometimes writing ten or twelve let-
ters in a sitting—a drudgery that kept him from his
great love of reading.

Despite encouragement from friends, Jeffer-
son was unable to write a history of his times. His
letters, he felt, were “in fact memorials of the trans-
actions with which I have been associated, and may
at a future day furnish something to the historian.”7

Jefferson expected that his voluminous correspon-
dence would

command more conviction than anything I could
have written after my retirement; no day having ever
passed during that period without a letter to some-
body, written too in the moment, and in the warmth
and freshness of fact and feeling they will carry inter-
nal evidence that what they breathe is genuine. Se-
lections from these after my death, may come out
successively as the maturity of circumstances may
render their appearance seasonable.8

It is from this huge body of correspondence, as well
as from Jefferson’s official public writings, that this
compilation of quotations is taken. It is hoped that
these excerpts will serve as a window through which
a greater understanding of Jefferson will emerge.

s

The quotations in this book fall into four general cat-
egories. The first and by far the largest section of the
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book consists of quotations from Jefferson on nearly
five hundred different topics. Shorter sections contain
(2) descriptions by Jefferson of his contemporaries,
(3) descriptions of Jefferson by his contemporaries,
and (4) descriptions of Jefferson by himself. These fi-
nal three biographical sections focus on character,
mannerisms, and physical and intellectual stature.
The topical quotations extracted from Jefferson’s
writings fall into three broad categories: (1) entries
on government, (2) entries on views of the world,
and (3) entries on human nature and interaction.

Entries on Government

Like many of his contemporaries, Jefferson believed
in the Enlightenment’s concept of the perfectibility of
man and government. As a philosopher and a politi-
cian, Jefferson searched for the best form of govern-
ment that would make the most people happy. He ex-
amined government in general and its component
parts: constitutions, bills of rights, laws, taxes, the pol-
itics of governing, the role of the people in governing
themselves, and the contribution of the judiciary to a
successful or perverted form of government. He rumi-
nated on the role of America in formulating constitu-
tions and the contribution of the American Revolution
to the freedom and liberty of mankind. He consistent-
ly advocated the separation of church and state. He
studied and participated in the protocol and manage-
ment of foreign affairs. He thought about how to use
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and control a country’s military, how to avoid war, and
how to restore and maintain peace. The role of the
press in properly balancing government was critical
for Jefferson. As much as he deplored “the putrid
state into which our newspapers have passed,” he un-
derstood that it was better to have “newspapers with-
out a government” rather than “a government without
newspapers.”9 After his retirement from the presiden-
cy, Jefferson looked back to see how his administra-
tion applied the theoretical model to the real world of
practical and partisan politics. He also took comfort in
knowing that in a public career that spanned almost
fifty years, he had honorably answered his country’s
call and done his duty as a citizen.

Entries on Views of the World

Jefferson was always curious about the physical
world. He enjoyed reading about different places in
the world almost as much as actually traveling to ex-
otic locations. He willingly and eagerly shared his
travel expertise with others, especially with young
men embarking on Europe’s grand tour. He de-
scribed cities, countries, and regions—their physical
environment as well as their climates, populations,
and customs. When he traveled, Jefferson studied
the economy, the variety of occupations pursued, and
above all the region’s agriculture. When traveling
throughout France, he wrote Lafayette that “I am
never satiated with rambling through the fields and
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farms, examining the culture and cultivators, with a
degree of curiosity which makes some take me to be
a fool, and others to be much wiser than I am.”10

Jefferson delighted in reading about nature
and the scientific explorations into the earth’s flora
and fauna. Learning new things about the world and
the physical properties that held the universe in equi-
librium gave Jefferson’s life meaning. It was what
he was put on earth to do. Jefferson especially ap-
preciated the practical application of theoretical sci-
ence in the discovery of inventions to ease the bur-
dens of everyday life.

Entries on Human Nature and Interaction

Jefferson took great satisfaction in analyzing human
nature and the interactions of people. Friends and
family were foremost in his mind. In the Southern
tradition, his home was always open to visitors,
whether friends, associates, or strangers. He told his
close friend James Monroe that “you shall find with
me a room, bed, & plate with a hearty welcome.”11

To a less intimate associate, he wrote, “Call on me in
your turn, whenever you come to town: and if it
should be about the hour of three, I shall rejoice the
more. You will find a bad dinner, a good glass of
wine, and a host thankful for your favor, and de-
sirous of encouraging repetitions of it without num-
ber, form or ceremony.”12 It was but a natural exten-
sion of this hospitality when President Jefferson
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held informal dinners three or fourth times weekly
with members of Congress, the cabinet, and with
foreign diplomats. The president used these gather-
ings to his political advantage.

Jefferson realized how critical education was in
perfecting mankind individually and society in gen-
eral. He readily offered advice to those seeking it and
a curriculum for his daughters and for those young
men studying law with him. He unsuccessfully advo-
cated a renovation of Virginia’s public educational
system, but in retirement he fathered a new state uni-
versity. He loved the arts, frequented museums, and
purchased works of paintings and sculpture for his
home. He played the violin and encouraged his wife
and daughters to develop their musical talent. Music,
he said, would “be a companion which will sweeten
many hours of life to you.”13 For those tone deaf, he
hoped they would eschew music all together.

Jefferson felt that exercise and diet were as
important as educating the mind. He loved French
cuisine and good wines and often served them in the
elaborate French style. Walking and riding were
everyday activities for him. As he aged, he felt the
diminution of his own senses and abilities and the
anguish of life’s difficulties—particularly the death
of friends and loved ones. He compared the pleas-
ures and pain of life and was thankful for more of
the former than of the latter.

He held deep convictions about the condition
of oppressed groups in society—the indigent,
women, Indians, and African-American slaves.
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Sometimes these convictions were neither liberal
nor well informed. All too often Jefferson’s actions
did little to improve the standing of any of these
groups.

Jefferson believed that religion was a highly
personal thing between each person and God. He
steadfastly supported the free exercise of religion
without government interference. He lived by a
strict moral code regulated by his conscience—the
moral compass given to all by God. Early in life he
ceased to think about the hereafter. Unable to fath-
om what lay in store after death, he comfortably re-
posed his head on “the pillow of ignorance” pro-
vided by God. He thought it best to nourish the
good passions in his life and try to control the bad
so that he might “merit an inheritance in a state of
being of which I can know so little, and to trust for
the future to him who has been so good for the
past.”14

s

In gathering the quotations in this book, a number of
documentary editions have been invaluable. The
modern edition of Jefferson’s papers published by
Princeton University Press has been my primary
source. First edited by Julian P. Boyd, the series has
been admirably continued by Charles T. Cullen, John
Catanzariti, and now by Barbara B. Oberg. The new
retirement series (also published by Princeton Uni-
versity Press) is directed by J. Jefferson Looney at
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the Robert H. Smith International Center for Jeffer-
son Studies at Monticello. Other valuable editions
have been consulted: Merrill Peterson’s compilation
of Jefferson’s writings published by the Library of
America in 1984, and the complete Jefferson-Adams
correspondence edited by Lester J. Cappon and pub-
lished by the University of North Carolina Press in
1959. For letters not in these volumes, I relied on the
H. A. Washington edition of Jefferson’s writings
published in the mid-nineteenth century.

Once quotations were selected and transcribed
from these documentary editions, the accuracy of the
transcriptions was checked against the manuscript
whenever possible. I did much of this checking on
the Library of Congress’s American Memory Web
site, from the microfilm of the Jefferson papers in
the University of Virginia Library, and from the Jef-
ferson manuscripts in the Massachusetts Historical
Society. I am very grateful to Martha J. King, Linda
Monaco, and Nancy Taylor for their assistance with
this verification.

s

This book is dedicated to the editors, past and pres-
ent, of the Jefferson papers and to Princeton Uni-
versity Press, their publisher. They are fulfilling the
wish of John Adams, who hoped that Jefferson’s
letters would be published: “they will exhibit a
Mass of Taste, Sense, Literature and Science, pre-
sented in a sweet simplicity and a neat elegance of
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Style, which will be read with delight in future
ages.”15

John P. Kaminski

Madison, Wis.

May 2005
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Introduction
s

Overview

America has been blessed with few Renaissance men.
Certainly Thomas Jefferson is among this group, and
some would argue that only he and Benjamin
Franklin fall into this category. Among his many ac-
complishments, Jefferson was a statesman, parlia-
mentarian, codifier of laws, antiquarian, historian,
surveyor, philosopher, diplomat, scientist, architect,
inventor, educator, lawyer, farmer, breeder, manufac-
turer, scientist, botanist, horticulturist, anthropolo-
gist, archaeologist, meteorologist, paleontologist, lexi-
cologist, linguist, ethnologist, biblicist,mathematician,
astronomer, geographer, librarian, bibliophile, bibli-
ographer, classicist, scholar and historian of religions,
cryptographer, translator, writer, editor, musician, and
gastronome and connoisseur of wine.

Jefferson’s skill as a writer has accentuated
many of his accomplishments. Partly because of his
preference for style over a rigid adherence to the
rules of grammar, he was perhaps the most eloquent
of all American writers. In identifying the thirty-
three year old Virginian as the person who should
write the Declaration of Independence, Congressman
John Adams said that Jefferson had “a masterly Pen”
and “a remarkable felicity of expression.” The impact
of Jefferson’s writing has transcended his own era.
Abraham Lincoln heavily drew upon Jefferson. The



words, phrases, and philosophy of the Declaration of
Independence have inspired those seeking equality
for minorities, for women, and most recently for op-
pressed Europeans seeking to shake off their Commu-
nist shackles.

More than most of the Founders, Thomas Jef-
ferson is hard to understand, even paradoxical, not
only for us today, but also for the people of his own
time. Far more a theoretical philosopher than his
contemporaries, he repeatedly left the safety and
seclusion of his mountaintop retreat to brave the vi-
olence and turbulence of revolution and diplomacy,
of partisan politics and public service. He served al-
most continuously, though sometimes reluctantly, in
the colonial and state legislatures, the Continental
and Confederation congresses, as governor of Vir-
ginia, minister to France, secretary of state, political
party leader, and as the second vice president and
third president of the United States. Jefferson not
only wrote the words of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, but he thoroughly believed in the revolution-
ary principles they espoused and consistently at-
tempted to implement those principles in the real
world of practical politics.

As a political philosopher, Jefferson was greatly
admired and savagely condemned by his contempo-
raries. Jefferson’s political enemies (as well as some
later historians) belittled him “as a man of sublimat-
ed & paradoxical imagination—cherishing notions
incompatible with regular and firm government.”1

Alexander Hamilton saw Jefferson’s politics as “tinc-
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tured with fanaticism” and believed that he was “too
much in earnest in his democracy.”2 The gossipy John
Nicholas, clerk of Jefferson’s Albemarle County, told
George Washington that Jefferson was “one of the
most artful, intriguing, industrious and double-faced
politicians in all America.”3

Admirers, however, like James Madison,
could readily forgive Jefferson’s sometimes imprac-
tical ideas because they so admired his commitment
to republican principles and his remarkable ability
to express those principles with an eloquence that
approached poetry. To Margaret Bayard Smith, the
matriarch of Washington society, it seemed “impos-
sible, for any one personally to know him & remain
his enemy.”4

Jefferson believed that every man owed his
country “a debt of service . . . proportioned to the
bounties which nature & fortune have measured to
him.”5 Some men were “born for the public. Nature,
by fitting them for the service of the human race on
a broad scale, has stamped them with the evidences
of her destination & their duty.”6 The Revolutionary
generation, Jefferson believed, had been “thrown
into times of a peculiar character, and to work our
way through them has required services & sacrifices
from our countrymen generally, and, to their great
honor, these have been generally exhibited, by every
one in his sphere, & according to the opportunities
afforded.”7 Jefferson was convinced that he was
“conscientiously called” to his “tour of duty,” and he
believed that he had faithfully responded.8
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Early Life

Born on April 13, 1743, on the fringe of the Virginia
frontier, Thomas Jefferson was the eldest of seven
children—five girls and two boys. Jefferson’s father,
Peter, was a prosperous, self-made Albemarle County
planter/surveyor. His marriage to Jane Randolph,
the daughter of a wealthy planter from a distin-
guished family, not only assisted Peter financially, but
also contributed to his rise socially and politically.

Young Thomas Jefferson was truly shaped by
his times. He was raised and imbued with the spirit
of the Enlightenment, which recognized the per-
fectibility of both man and government through ed-
ucation and the discovery of well-designed natural
laws using man’s innate reason. Although always an
optimist, Jefferson’s immersion in the Whig politi-
cal writings of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
England instilled in him a pervasive skepticism of
government officials who often sought to expand
their authority at the expense of the rights of their
constituents.

Jefferson acknowledged the influence of sever-
al individuals in shaping his character and philoso-
phy of life. His mother, he readily admitted, had lit-
tle influence, but his father, who died when Jefferson
was only fourteen, was a primary influence. At the
age of five, Jefferson attended the English School
and four years later the Latin School, where he con-
tinued until his father’s death. For the next two
years Jefferson studied with an Anglican minister,
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James Maury, concentrating on Latin and Greek,
literature, mathematics, and the Bible. Although
well trained in the Bible and, like his father, a parish
vestryman, Jefferson never accepted the Bible as di-
vine Scripture. He read it more as history and read-
ily embraced the philosophical teachings of Jesus.
In this sense, he believed himself a Christian.

When seventeen, Jefferson left Shadwell, the
family plantation, and attended the College of Wil-
liam and Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia’s provincial
capital. For the next three years, the lanky, ruddy,
freckle-faced youth with tousled reddish-hair, blue-
gray eyes, and a sometimes disheveled appearance,
studied with Dr. William Small, the college’s pro-
fessor of mathematics and an immigrant from Scot-
land, and George Wythe, the college’s first professor
of law.

In 1762, Jefferson left William and Mary and
returned to Shadwell, where he continued reading
law under the direction of Wythe, whom Jefferson
considered not only his mentor but his foster father.
Jefferson expanded his reading and avidly acquired
books for his growing library. He was admitted to
the bar in 1767, established a successful and grow-
ing practice, doubled his estate to five thousand
acres, and decided to design and build a new house.
(He saw Shadwell as his mother’s house.) As it was
situated across the Rivanna River on the summit of
a mountain with a commanding view of the Blue
Ridge Mountains to the west and overlooked the
valley village of Charlottesville, Jefferson called his
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new home “Monticello,” Italian for “little moun-
tain.”

In 1770 disaster struck when Shadwell burned
to the ground, and with it, Jefferson’s library of al-
most seven hundred books worth several hundred
pounds. Jefferson wished it had been the money
that had gone up in flames; that would have cost
him not “a sigh.” Immediately, however, Jefferson
started reacquiring books, and within three years
his library contained 1,256 volumes.

Although Monticello was far from completed
when Shadwell burned down, it was advanced
enough to convince Jefferson to abandon “some
treasonable thoughts of leaving these my native
hills.”9 In November 1770, Jefferson moved into a
tiny brick cottage at Monticello.

Jefferson spent much of 1771 in Williamsburg,
where the young lawyer tried cases in the general
court and courted Martha Wayles Skelton, a twenty-
three-year-old widow who lived on her father’s plan-
tation near Williamsburg. The slender, auburn-haired
beauty had been much courted, but she found herself
most attracted to the gangly young frontier lawyer.
The couple married on January 1, 1772, and jour-
neyed the one hundred miles west to spend their first
winter together in the cozy “honeymoon” cottage on
the mountain. In September 1772 their first child,
Martha (usually called Patsy), was born. In May 1773
Jefferson’s father-in-law died, leaving his daughter
about five thousand acres and fifty slaves, but also an
enormous debt that plagued Jefferson for years.
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The Revolution

At the age of twenty-six Jefferson was elected to the
colonial legislature in 1769. He proposed but failed
to get a bill enacted to make it easier for owners to
emancipate their slaves. Allied with other young,
radical legislators, Jefferson opposed Britain’s new
imperial policy that attempted to wield greater con-
trol over the colonies. The burgesses called for the
appointment of committees of correspondence in all
of the colonies to coordinate sentiment and activities,
and they also called for the appointment of delegates
to attend a continental congress. Jefferson prepared
a petition to the king for Virginia to submit to Con-
gress, but on the way to take his seat, he was taken
ill with dysentery and was unable to attend. He sent
copies of his draft petition forward, but the burgess-
es rejected it as too radical. Most Americans who op-
posed British policies argued that Parliament could
tax Americans if the tax was primarily aimed at reg-
ulating commerce. These “external taxes” were con-
stitutional, but “internal taxes” aimed primarily at
raising revenue were blatantly unconstitutional. Jef-
ferson went much further, maintaining that Great
Britain and the American colonies were totally sepa-
rate from each other except in loyalty to the same
king. Parliament, therefore, had no authority what-
soever to legislate for the colonies.

In March 1775 the Virginia provincial conven-
tion added Jefferson to its delegation to the Second
Continental Congress. Before Congress assembled,
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the first shots of the Revolution were fired at Lex-
ington and Concord in Massachusetts.

American petitions, resolutions, and declara-
tions never swayed Parliament, the ministry, or King
George. Quite the contrary. The king and Parliament
declared the colonists in a state of rebellion. Aban-
doning efforts at reconciliation, the British attacked
with overwhelming military power in an attempt to
intimidate Americans into submission. Many Ameri-
cans now became convinced that reconciliation was
impossible. When, in Congress, Richard Henry Lee
of Virginia made the proposal for independence on
June 7, 1776, most delegates saw the necessity for
such a drastic step. Congress consequently appoint-
ed a committee to draft a declaration of indepen-
dence. The committee consisted of John Adams,
Benjamin Franklin, Robert R. Livingston, Roger
Sherman, and Thomas Jefferson (the only South-
erner). The committee chose the thirty-three-year-
old Virginian to draft the declaration instead of the
more experienced Franklin or Adams. A quarter
century later Adams remembered his arguments for
choosing Jefferson as the draftsman:

1. That he was a Virginian and I a Massachu-
settsian. 2. that he was a southern Man and I a
northern one. 3. That I had been so obnoxious for
my early and constant Zeal in promoting the Mea-
sure, that any draft of mine, would undergo a more
severe Scrutiny and Criticism in Congress, than one
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of his composition. 4thly and lastly and that would
be reason enough if there were no other, I had a
great Opinion of the Elegance of his pen and none
at all of my own. I therefore insisted that no hesita-
tion should be made on his part. He accordingly . . .
in a day or two produced to me his Draft.10

The genius of Thomas Jefferson is that he in-
fused the Declaration with “the proper tone and
spirit called for.” Jefferson took a huge body of po-
litical literature—twenty-two thousand pamphlets
published in Britain in the seventeenth century and
several thousand more published during the eigh-
teenth in Britain and America—and distilled it into
five sentences—fewer than two hundred words—the
introduction to the Declaration of Independence.
Those five sentences constitute arguably what is the
greatest statement in political literature.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness,—That to secure these rights, Govern-
ments are instituted among Men, deriving their
just powers from the consent of the governed,—
That whenever any Form of Government becomes
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the Peo-
ple to alter or to abolish it; and to institute new
Government, laying its foundation on such princi-
ples and organizing its powers in such form, as to
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them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety
and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that
Governments long established should not be
changed for light and transient causes; and accord-
ingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable.
But when a long train of abuses and usurpations,
pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a de-
sign to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is
their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Gov-
ernment, and to provide new Guards for their fu-
ture security.

Jefferson’s truth may be self-evident, but “the
pursuit of Happiness” has baffled many. The sim-
plest explanation is that this phrase is a euphemistic
synonym for “property,” similar to John Locke’s
“life, liberty, and estate.” Jefferson, however, meant
far more than the right to buy, possess, and dispose
of property. He wanted a government that, in the
words of John Adams, “communicates ease, comfort,
[and] security”11—a government that would provide
protection from foreign invasion, from assault by
criminals (and attack by Indians in America), and
from oppressive government rule and taxation. Gov-
ernment, according to Jefferson, should provide an
efficient, well-run economic environment as well as a
society where contrary religious and political opin-
ions could exist in harmony—where the majority
ruled but with due deference to the rights of the mi-
nority.

xxxii introduction



The Reformer

Jefferson was elected to the first Virginia House of
Delegates that assembled in Williamsburg in Octo-
ber 1776. Embracing the principles espoused in the
Declaration of Independence, he hoped to rid Vir-
ginia of the last vestiges of feudalism and aristocrat-
ic favoritism. In mid-October 1776 Jefferson sug-
gested that the House appoint a committee to revise
the state’s laws. Two weeks later the House appoint-
ed a committee of five, including George Wythe and
Jefferson, with Jefferson as its chair. It took the
committee three years to submit its final report—a
thorough reformation of the law on republican and
liberal principles—by which time Jefferson, no
longer in the House, was personally unable to shep-
herd the new laws into being.

The legislature considered some reforms im-
mediately. Jefferson, ever the advocate of republi-
canism and the widespread ownership of property,
successfully campaigned for the abolition of entail,
the feudal relic that required inherited property to
pass intact to heirs. Later primogeniture (the inher-
itance of estates by the eldest son) and the system of
quitrents were disallowed, thus guaranteeing a
broader ownership of land.

Jefferson also supported the complete separa-
tion of church and state. Although the Virginia Dec-
laration of Rights provided that “all men are equally
entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to
the dictates of conscience,” and the state constitution
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discontinued the official establishment of the Angli-
can Church, Jefferson felt that a more explicit separa-
tion of church and state was needed. In 1779 he
drafted A Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom. Like
most of his reforms, it lay dormant. In 1783, Patrick
Henry, Edmund Pendleton, and Richard Henry Lee
proposed public support for Christian Protestant min-
isters. James Madison now revived and championed
Jefferson’s bill in the House of Delegates, and in Jan-
uary 1786 the bill was adopted. It provided

that the opinions of men are not the object of civil
government, nor under its jurisdiction . . . that no
man shall be compelled to frequent or support any
religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever,
nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or bur-
dened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suf-
fer, on account of his religious opinions or belief;
but that all men shall be free to profess, and by ar-
gument to maintain, their opinions in matters of re-
ligion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish,
enlarge, or affect their civil capacities.12

In May 1779 the legislature elected Jefferson
governor. He did not want the job but believed that
“in a virtuous government, and more especially in
times like these, public offices are, what they should
be, burdens to those appointed to them which it
would be wrong to decline, though foreseen to bring
with them intense labor and great private loss.”13 It
was the worst time to be governor of a Southern
state. The British had abandoned their strategy of
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separating New England from New York and had
transferred their military initiatives to the South, cap-
turing Savannah in December 1778 and Charleston in
May 1780. Several amphibious assaults against Vir-
ginia took place during this time and the British
army commanded by General Charles Cornwallis re-
lentlessly marched northward toward Virginia. On
May 20 Cornwallis captured Richmond, Virginia’s
new capital, forcing the Patriot government to evacu-
ate to Charlottesville. Cornwallis sent a detachment
of rangers to capture the government. Warned just in
time, government officials hastily fled across the Blue
Ridge Mountains to Staunton. At Monticello, Jeffer-
son was also warned and escaped to a nearby moun-
taintop, where he watched the British in Char-
lottesville through his telescope.

Although Jefferson’s term as governor had ex-
pired on June 2, he was blamed by those who looked
for a scapegoat. Former governor Patrick Henry,
who had led the opposition to Jefferson’s reform
program, called for an investigation. Finding no evi-
dence of either wrongdoing or cowardice, the House
of Delegates passed a resolution affirming “the high
opinion which they entertain of Mr. Jefferson’s Abil-
ity, Rectitude, and Integrity as chief Magistrate of
this Commonwealth, and mean by thus publicly
avowing their opinion, to obviate and remove all un-
merited Censure.”14 The charges against him, how-
ever, had done severe damage to Jefferson’s reputa-
tion and to his attitude about public service. Jefferson
vowed never to serve in public office again.
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Jefferson and Slavery

Throughout his life Jefferson wrestled with the
problem of slavery.15 He, like most Americans, de-
nounced the foreign slave trade that captured free
men, women, and children in Africa, forcibly trans-
ported them in the most inhumane fashion to the
Western Hemisphere, and sold them as property
into lifelong bondage. As a first-year legislator in
1769 and in drafting the Declaration of Indepen-
dence seven years later, Jefferson had denounced
the foreign slave trade. Not until 1782, when Jeffer-
son was temporarily retired from public service, did
Virginia prohibit the foreign slave trade. Then, as
president in December 1806, Jefferson proposed to
Congress that the foreign slave trade be prohibited
as of January 1, 1808 (the earliest allowable date for
a congressional prohibition under the Constitution).
Congress enacted the bill on March 2, 1807, and
President Jefferson signed it the next day.

Jefferson also consistently denounced the insti-
tution of slavery in principle. In 1781, as the Revolu-
tion neared its conclusion, Jefferson denounced the
incongruity of fighting a revolution for liberty while
keeping a race of people in bondage. “Indeed,” Jeffer-
son wrote, “I tremble for my country when I reflect
that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever.”
Jefferson deplored not only the injustice done to
blacks, but the unhealthy effect—political, social,
moral, and economic—that slavery had on whites:
“There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on
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the manners of our people produced by the existence
of slavery among us. The whole commerce between
master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most
boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism
on the one part, and degrading submissions on the
other.”16

In the mid-1780s Jefferson saw the institution
of slavery as a conflict between “justice” and “avarice
& oppression.” He looked to the youth of revolution-
ary America who “have sucked in the principles of
liberty as it were with their mother’s milk” to abolish
the evil institution.17 After his presidency, Jefferson
continued to denounce slavery. But Jefferson also
saw many obstacles to emancipation. Metaphorically
he described slavery as having “the wolf by the ear,
and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go.”
Now, instead of justice versus avarice and oppres-
sion, Jefferson saw the dilemma as “justice is in one
scale, and self-preservation in the other.”18 And he
refused either to be an active participant or even a
silent, behind-the-scenes supporter of emancipation.
That he left for a future generation.

Jefferson hoped for emancipation, but he saw
it happening only if three parts of a coordinated
plan could be implemented: (1) gradual and com-
pensated emancipation in which slaveowners would
be paid from public funds for their financial loss;
(2) colonization of free blacks, preferably to Africa,
but more likely to some Caribbean island nation;
and (3) replacement of the black labor force with a
free alternative—most likely Protestant Germans
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similar to those who had emigrated to Pennsylvania.
Jefferson felt that colonization was required because
of racism. He had come to believe that blacks were
inferior to whites and thus the intermingling of
blood should be avoided. Furthermore blacks would
forever hate whites for the evils perpetrated against
them. Conflict was thus inevitable if the two races
lived close together.

Because the practicalities of such a plan pro-
hibited it from being implemented when most slaves
remained in the South, Jefferson came to advocate
the diffusion of slavery throughout America, espe-
cially to the West. Only in this way could a similar
nationwide attitude and appreciation for the prob-
lem be realized. Until his death, Jefferson hoped
that this terrible problem—“this hideous blot” on
America—could be obliterated: “The abolition of
the evil is not impossible; it ought never therefore to
be despaired of. Every plan should be adopted, every
experiment tried, which may do something towards
the ultimate object.”19 But Jefferson himself would
not participate in any such plan.

Home and Escape from Home

Jefferson returned to Monticello in September 1781
“to my farm, my family and books from which I
think nothing will evermore separate me.”20 On May
8, 1782, Martha Jefferson gave birth to their sixth
child, Lucy Elizabeth. Martha Jefferson never recov-
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ered from the childbirth. Perhaps anemia sapped her
strength as she steadily weakened before Jefferson’s
eyes. For four months she languished as Jefferson
watched over her almost constantly. Finally, on Sep-
tember 6, she died. Jefferson collapsed in her bed-
room. A period of deep mourning followed. He de-
stroyed his entire correspondence with Martha. His
three daughters were sent away, and friends feared
that Jefferson, too, might die. For weeks he inces-
santly paced in his library, then started riding
around his farms on horseback for hours at a time. A
concerned James Madison saw that “perhaps this
domestic catastrophe may prove in its operation ben-
eficial to his country by weaning him from those at-
tachments which deprived it of his services.”21 Madi-
son convinced Congress to add Jefferson to the
on-going peace negotiations in Paris. Jefferson, who
had always wanted to visit Europe, leaped at the
chance to leave Monticello. He went to Baltimore to
await transport on a French warship, but before they
departed, word arrived that a preliminary peace
treaty had been signed, and Congress rescinded his
appointment. Jefferson went back to Monticello.

In June 1783, the Virginia legislature appointed
Jefferson to Congress beginning in November. Imme-
diately Jefferson became a leader, making thirty-one
committee reports in Congress’s five-month session.
One report proposed a radical new national system of
coinage, abandoning the familiar English system in
favor of a decimal system based upon the dollar. Al-
though the latter was not immediately instituted, the
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report served as the model for the system that was
eventually adopted in 1794.

In 1781 Governor Jefferson had been instru-
mental in getting Virginia to cede its huge territory
north and west of the Ohio River to Congress. Such
a cession benefited Congress, placated other states
(especially those with no western lands), and, under
the prevailing theory of the Baron de Montesquieu
that republics could not survive in large territories,
would help assure the liberties of Virginians. Now in
Congress, Jefferson drafted the Land Ordinance of
1784 that provided for the administration of the
Northwest Territory and the admittance of new
states into the union on an equal basis with the orig-
inal thirteen states. Unfortunately, by the vote of a
single delegate, Congress removed Jefferson’s prohi-
bition of slavery and indentured servitude from the
Northwest Territory. (Such prohibitions would be
reestablished in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.)

Jefferson also had an interest in the western
lands beyond the borders of the United States. Ac-
cording to the Treaty of Peace, the Mississippi River
served as America’s western border. Although Spain
claimed the territory west of the Mississippi, infor-
mation had been received that “a very large sum of
money” had been raised in England to explore the
land between the Mississippi and the Pacific Ocean.
Ostensibly the proposed expedition had only scientif-
ic goals, but Jefferson feared that the British “have
thoughts of colonizing into that quarter.” Jefferson
and others began raising funds for an American
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expedition of discovery. Although he feared that
Americans did not possess “enough of that kind of
spirit to raise the money,” he sounded out fellow Vir-
ginian George Rogers Clark, the Revolutionary War
hero of battles in Illinois and Indiana, to see if he
would be willing “to lead such a party.”22 Jefferson’s
interest in the West never waned. Twenty years
would pass before President Jefferson purchased the
Louisiana Territory, thus doubling the size of the
United States. He then chose Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark (George Rogers Clark’s brother) to
lead an expedition to the Pacific.

Service Abroad

After the war for independence, Congress wanted to
establish diplomatic and commercial relations with
all countries. It appointed a three-man commission
to negotiate commercial treaties with European and
North African countries. Benjamin Franklin and
John Adams, both still in France, were obvious ap-
pointments. Needing a Southerner to round out the
commission, Congress appointed Jefferson on May
7, 1784. On July 5 Jefferson and his twelve-year-old
daughter, Patsy, set sail from Boston. Despite all the
horror stories told about Atlantic crossings, their
nineteen-day voyage was uneventful. Patsy likened
it to floating down a river. Not so the harrowing
thirteen-hour crossing of the tempestuous English
Channel.
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After arriving in Paris in August 1784, both fa-
ther and daughter shed their provincial attire and
purchased more fashionable wardrobes for Paris. Pat-
sy, enrolled in an exclusive Catholic convent school in
which religion was excluded from the curriculum,
adjusted easily, but her father struggled. His lack of
conversational French hampered his ability to com-
municate, and the dampness of the weather and un-
wholesomeness of the water caused him considerable
suffering during the “seasoning” process.23

In late February 1785 Congress appointed John
Adams minister plenipotentiary to Great Britain, and
in early May, John and Abigail Adams left France.
Abigail hated to leave “Mr. Jefferson, he is one of the
choice ones of the Earth,”24 and “the only person
with whom my Companion could associate; with per-
fect freedom, and unreserve.”25

In May 1785 Congress approved Benjamin
Franklin’s request to return to America and unani-
mously elected Jefferson to replace him as the Unit-
ed States’ minister to France. In July Franklin re-
turned to America. Because of the veneration the
French had for Franklin, Jefferson knew that the
transition could be difficult. He described it “as an
excellent school of humility.” When presented as the
new American minister, the usual question was
“c’est vous, Monsieur, qui remplace le Docteur
Franklin?” Jefferson generally answered, “no one
can replace him, Sir: I am only his successor.”26

Jefferson worked tirelessly to improve commer-
cial relations with France, its Caribbean colonies, and
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other countries. Treaties were signed with Prussia
and Morocco. The Marquis de Lafayette praised Jef-
ferson: “No better minister could be sent to France.
He is everything that is good, upright, enlightened,
and clever, and is respected and beloved by everyone
that knows him.”27

While in France, Jefferson enjoyed traveling
through the countryside observing the people and
studying agricultural practices, but he was appalled
by the widespread poverty in such a wealthy, fertile
country. He wrote Washington, “I was much an ene-
my to monarchy before I came to Europe. I am ten
thousand times more so since I have seen what they
are. There is scarcely an evil known in these countries
which may not be traced to their king as its source,
nor a good which is not derived from the small fibres
of republicanism existing among them.”28

Jefferson was well aware of the shortcomings
of the Articles of Confederation, but his loathing for
oppressive governments made him tolerant of trou-
bling events going on in America. Divorced from the
passion of the unfolding political events in America,
Jefferson had few of the anxieties expressed by many
of his friends. He saw uprisings like Shays’s Rebel-
lion in Massachusetts as nothing to be afraid of and
thought that they might even be a good thing:

They are a proof that the people have liberty enough,
and I would not wish them less than they have. If the
happiness of the mass of the people can be secured at
the expense of a little tempest now & then, or even of
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a little blood, it will be a precious purchase. Malo lib-
ertatum periculosum quam quietam servitutem [I
prefer dangerous liberty to a quiet servitude].29

Jefferson fully supported the efforts in America
to strengthen the Articles of Confederation. He char-
acterized the Constitutional Convention meeting in
Philadelphia in the spring and summer of 1787 as
“an assembly of demi-gods” even though he severely
criticized the delegates for holding their sessions in
secret. Nothing, in Jefferson’s opinion, “but the in-
nocence of their intentions, & ignorance of the value
of public discussions” could justify the “tying up of
the tongues of their members.”30 A bit wary of an
overreaction to the political, economic, and social in-
stabilities racking the country, Jefferson warned
that, when making constitutional revisions, “the hole
& the patch should be commensurate.”31

Jefferson admired much of what was in the
new Constitution, but the lack of both a bill of
rights and term limits for the president and the sen-
ators concerned him greatly. He felt it best to accept
the good in the Constitution and work to amend its
shortcomings. When asked if he was an Anti-
Federalist, Jefferson responded that he was

not a Federalist, because I never submitted the
whole system of my opinions to the creed of any
party of men whatever in religion, in philosophy, in
politics, or in anything else where I was capable of
thinking for myself. Such an addiction is the last
degradation of a free and moral agent. If I could not
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go to heaven but with a party, I would not go there
at all. Therefore I protest to you I am not of the par-
ty of Federalists. But I am much farther from that of
the Antifederalists.32

Jefferson was pleased with the outcome of the con-
stitutional revolution in America. There was enough
opposition to do good, but not enough to do bad.

Secretary of State

When Jefferson returned from France he discovered
that President Washington had nominated him to be
secretary of state, and the Senate had confirmed the
appointment. The State Department was to have re-
sponsibility not only for foreign affairs but also for
many internal matters, such as copyrights and
patents, coinage, weights and measures, the census,
the federal capital, certification of amendments to the
Constitution, etc. With a budget of $8,000 ($3,500
for the secretary’s salary), the secretary was author-
ized to have four clerks and a half-time translator.

As secretary of state, Jefferson was driven
more by “realpolitik” than by the idealistic theoriz-
ing so characteristic of him otherwise. Two main
controversies permeated Jefferson’s tenure as secre-
tary of state—America’s attitude toward the French
Revolution and the conflict between Jefferson and
secretary of the treasury Alexander Hamilton over
the kind of government and economy best suited for
the United States.
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In January 1793, Jefferson wrote his former
personal secretary William Short (who had been el-
evated to chargé d’affaires to France when Jefferson
became secretary of state) to stop sending reports
vividly describing the brutality of the Reign of Ter-
ror in France. Jefferson believed, as he told
Lafayette, “We are not to expect to be translated
from despotism to liberty in a feather bed.”33 Short’s
reports undermined Jefferson in his struggles with
Secretary Hamilton, both in foreign affairs and do-
mestic matters. In dramatic language Jefferson told
Short how important the French Revolution was to
the world in general and to the United States in par-
ticular. The unjust deaths of a few must be weighed
against the benefits to be derived.

In the struggle which was necessary, many guilty
persons fell without the forms of trial, and with
them some innocent. These I deplore as much as
any body, & shall deplore some of them to the day
of my death. But I deplore them as I should have
done had they fallen in battle. It was necessary to
use the arm of the people, a machine not quite so
blind as balls and bombs, but blind to a certain de-
gree. A few of their cordial friends met at their
hands the fate of enemies. But time and truth will
rescue & embalm their memories, while their pos-
terity will be enjoying that very liberty for which
they would never have hesitated to offer up their
lives. The liberty of the whole earth was depending
on the issue of the contest, and was ever such a
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prize won with so little innocent blood? My own af-
fections have been deeply wounded by some of the
martyrs to this cause, but rather than it should have
failed, I would have seen half the earth desolated.
Were there but an Adam & Eve left in every coun-
try, & left free, it would be better than as it is now.34

To counteract Hamilton’s policies, which Jef-
ferson said had given rise to the formation of a po-
litical party, Jefferson and James Madison led the
movement to create an organized opposition: “Our
citizens are divided into two political sects. One
which fears the people most, the other the govern-
ment.”35 Jefferson justified the creation of the Re-
publican Party and his involvement in it: “The same
political parties which now agitate the U.S. have ex-
isted thro’ all time. Whether the power of the peo-
ple, or that of the aristocrats should prevail, were
questions which kept the states of Greece & Rome
in eternal convulsions; as they now schismatize
every people whose minds and mouths are not shut
up by the gag of a despot.”36

Jefferson also denounced the British and
Spanish policies of arming and inciting the Indians
on America’s borders. Jefferson had long believed
that “the two principles on which our conduct to-
wards the Indians should be founded are justice &
fear. After the injuries we have done them, they can-
not love us, which leaves us no alternative but that
of fear to keep them from attacking us. But justice is
what we should never lose sight of, & in time it may
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recover their esteem.”37 Eventually Jefferson came
to believe that the only choice for Indian peoples
was to assimilate into the white man’s society:

In truth, the ultimate point of rest & happiness for
them is to let our settlements and theirs meet and
blend together, to intermix and become one people,
incorporating themselves with us as citizens of the
U.S. This is what the natural progress of things will
of course bring on, and it will be better to promote
than to retard it. Surely it will be better for them to
be identified with us, and preserved in the occupation
of their lands, than be exposed to the many casualties
which may endanger them while a separate people.38

Soon after Washington was elected to a second
term as president, Jefferson announced his inten-
tion to resign. He delayed it once, but at the end of
1793, after spending nearly half of his life in public
service, the fifty-year-old Jefferson retired to Monti-
cello for a second time, hoping this time to remain
forever a private citizen.

The Second Retirement

Although retired from public office, Jefferson could
never totally abandon the outside world. He can-
celled most of his newspaper subscriptions and read
few pamphlets, but national and international news
still flowed to Monticello through the rivers of corre-
spondence from abroad and from politically active
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friends in America who wanted him back in the fray.
When in September 1796, President Washington an-
nounced his decision to retire after his second term, it
became obvious to Republicans that they needed a
candidate to run for president who would combat the
dangerous tendency of amassing power in the central
government and the growing subservience to Great
Britain. Jefferson wanted James Madison to run, but
everyone knew that only Jefferson stood a chance to
defeat John Adams. Jefferson relented.

As was the custom of the day, neither Adams
nor Jefferson campaigned. The electoral vote was
close: seventy-three for Adams and sixty-eight for
Jefferson. Adams would be president and Jefferson
vice president. Jefferson was pleased. He hoped that
Adams could “be induced to administer the govern-
ment on its true principles, & to relinquish his bias
to an English constitution.” Furthermore it might
be beneficial for the country if Adams and the Re-
publicans would work together in future elections:
“He is perhaps the only sure barrier against Hamil-
ton’s getting in.”39

As vice president, Jefferson believed that he
would not be an executive officer. He would not at-
tend cabinet meetings but would only preside over
the Senate. Jefferson wrote that “the second office
of this government is honorable & easy, the first is
but a splendid misery.”40

With war raging in Europe, many Europeans
emigrated to America. Most were sympathetic to
the Republicans. In an effort to silence the ever
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growing criticism of the administration, Congress
in 1798 passed and the president signed a new natu-
ralization act, alien acts, and the Sedition Act. The
Naturalization Act and the alien acts made it harder
to become citizens and easier for the president to de-
port aliens coming from both friendly and enemy
countries. (Adams never used the alien acts.) The
Sedition Act provided that anyone who criticized
the president or Congress (the vice president was
not mentioned) could be prosecuted and, if found
guilty, fined and imprisoned. The federal judici-
ary—all Federalists—enthusiastically enforced the
Sedition Act, and several Republican printers and
one congressman were imprisoned and fined.

In 1800, Republicans sensed a real opportuni-
ty to win control of the presidency and both houses
of Congress. The presidential election of 1800 was
unbelievably virulent. Jefferson was vilified as a Ja-
cobin who would plunge America into a reign of
terror, as an atheist slaveowner who would destroy
the country’s morals, and as an ally of France who
would plunge America into the carnage of Europe-
an war. Federalists saw Jefferson as “too theoretical
& fanciful a statesman to direct with steadiness &
prudence the affairs of this extensive & growing
confederacy.”41 Hamilton outwardly supported the
Federalist ticket of President Adams and Charles
Cotesworth Pinckney of South Carolina but secretly
campaigned for Pinckney to unseat Adams.

Jefferson and Burr each received seventy-
three electoral votes, while Adams received sixty-
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five votes and Pinckney sixty-four. But with Jeffer-
son and Burr tied (and having a majority of the
electoral votes), the choice between the two Repub-
lican candidates was to be decided by the lame-
duck House of Representatives controlled by Feder-
alists.

The House began voting on February 11, only
three weeks before the anticipated inauguration. Fi-
nally, after thirty-six ballots and extensive lobbying
by Hamilton against Burr, a majority of state delega-
tions voted for Jefferson. Years later Jefferson re-
ferred to the election as “the revolution of 1800”—“as
real a revolution in the principles of our government
as that of 1776.”42

President

March 4, 1801, is an important day in American his-
tory and in the history of freedom. On this day power
was transferred peacefully from one political party to
an opposing party. The fifty-seven-year-old president-
elect, virtually indistinguishable from his fellow citi-
zens, walked from his boardinghouse to the unfin-
ished Capitol. At Jefferson’s request, Chief Justice
John Marshall (a distant cousin and staunch political
opponent) administered the oath of office. The luster
of the event was tarnished only slightly because of the
absence of the outgoing president—John Adams had
left the city at 4 o’clock that morning. Although Jef-
ferson and Adams would live another quarter century,
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they would never see each other again. In fact, for the
next ten years they remained estranged.

Jefferson’s inaugural address, spoken in his
soft, somewhat effeminate, almost inaudible voice in
the Senate chamber, which was overcrowded with a
thousand people, is one of the great speeches in
American political literature. Knowing that recon-
ciliation was desperately needed, the new president
outstretched a hand. “Every difference of opinion is
not a difference of principle. We have called by dif-
ferent names brethren of principle. We are all re-
publicans, we are all federalists.” He pleaded with
his countrymen to “unite with one heart and one
mind” to restore “harmony and affection” to their
social intercourse.43

Jefferson felt that his most important action as
president would be to pay off the federal debt, but
foreign affairs threatened Jefferson’s austerity pro-
gram. In 1801 the pasha of Tripoli, one of the Bar-
bary States, again attacked and captured American
merchantmen. As in the mid-1780s, Jefferson felt
that the best way to handle this aggression was with
a show of military force. Unsanctioned by Congress,
he sent a small fleet to the Mediterranean with in-
structions to search for and destroy the enemy’s
ships and blockade their ports, but after some initial
successes the war with Tripoli bogged down. Jeffer-
son’s opponents said “It is his war.” They blamed
the president for, in Jefferson’s own words, send-
ing “the least possible competent force.” Excessive
frugality had, in reality, prolonged the conflict and
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endangered American lives.44 By 1805 the pasha re-
alized the war with America was counterproductive
and he signed a peace treaty. The United States also
signed treaties with Algiers and Tunis.

A more serious diplomatic problem arose
when in October 1802 Spain announced the closing
of the port of New Orleans to American trade. Un-
der President Washington, a treaty with Spain had
formally opened the Mississippi River and the port
to American navigation. Unbeknownst to the Amer-
icans, Spain and France (now allies fighting Great
Britain) had secretly agreed to transfer all of the
Louisiana Territory from Spanish to French control.
Napoleon dreamed of recreating the French empire
in the Western Hemisphere, and the Spanish saw
the French possession as an effective buffer separat-
ing Spain’s lucrative Mexican colonies from the
dangerous, ever expanding American settlements.
Jefferson viewed the transfer of Louisiana from a
weak and ineffective Spanish rule to France as a
danger. Writing to Robert R. Livingston, America’s
new minister to France, without the benefit of secret
code, Jefferson indirectly let Napoleon know that a
French acquisition of Louisiana would lead to an
American alliance with Britain.

Jefferson then authorized Livingston to pur-
chase New Orleans and West Florida for $10 mil-
lion. As these diplomatic negotiations were tran-
spiring, war fever raged in the American West, and
a grand French army sent to protect the new French
holdings was decimated by rebellious slaves and
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fever in Santo Domingo. In need of money to carry
on his European wars, Napoleon offered to sell
America the entire Louisiana Territory, stretching
over a thousand miles from the Mississippi River to
the Rocky Mountains, for fifteen million dollars.
Uncertain of the constitutionality of buying territory
from another country, Jefferson thought about seek-
ing a constitutional amendment to authorize the
purchase, but he realized that the opportunity had
to be seized. He agreed to the purchase, creating for
America an “empire for liberty.”

With these major accomplishments, Jefferson
was easily reelected. To avoid a repetition of the po-
litical and constitutional crisis posed by the election
of 1800, the newly adopted Twelfth Amendment to
the Constitution provided that candidates for presi-
dent and vice president would run together as a tick-
et. With New York’s elder statesman George Clinton
replacing Aaron Burr as Jefferson’s vice president,
the Republican ticket resoundingly defeated the Fed-
eralist ticket of Charles Cotesworth Pinckney and
Rufus King by an electoral vote of 162 to 14.

Jefferson’s second administration was nearly
as dismal as his first had been triumphal. As the Eu-
ropean war intensified, both Britain and France
preyed on American shipping. Wanting to avoid
war at almost any cost, Jefferson and secretary of
state Madison used commerce as diplomatic lever-
age to moderate French and British naval aggres-
sion against neutral shipping. His opponents said
that “the President wants nerve—he has not even

liv introduction



confidence in himself . . . he has been in the habit of
trusting almost implicitly in Mr. Madison.”45 In
many ways, the last year of Jefferson’s presidency
was rudderless as the nation drifted between war
and peace. Senator Plumer condemned the presi-
dent: “Mr. Jefferson is too timid—too irresolute—
too fickle—he wants nerve—he wants firmness &
resolution. A wavering doubtful hesitating mind
joined with credulity is oftentimes as injurious to
the nation as a wicked depraved heart.”46

Retirement

Jefferson looked forward to retirement. On nearly the
last day of his presidency, he wrote an old friend
about retiring “to my family, my books & farms.”
Others would now be buffeted by political storms—
he would not envy them. “Never,” he wrote, “did a
prisoner, released from his chains, feel such relief as I
shall on shaking off the shackles of power. Nature in-
tended me for the tranquil pursuits of science, by ren-
dering them my supreme delight. But the enormities
of the times in which I have lived, have forced me to
take a part in resisting them, and to commit myself
on the boisterous ocean of political passions.”47

Supervising his gardens and fields and rearing
his grandchildren took up much of Jefferson’s time.
He established a large vegetable garden and enjoyed
planting flowers and trees, the latter not for his own
“gratification” but for “posterity.”48 “A Septuagenary,”
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he wrote, “has no right to count on anything beyond
annuals.”49 The former president loved trees. During
his tenure as secretary of state in Philadelphia, his
house was “entirely embosomed in high plane trees,
with good grass below, & under them I breakfast,
dine, write, read, & receive my company. What would
I not give that the trees planted nearest round the
house at Monticello were full grown.”50 While host-
ing one of his dinner parties as president, Jefferson
exclaimed, “How I wish that I possessed the power of
a despot.” The guests sat astonished, before Jefferson
finished his idea. “Yes, I wish I was a despot that I
might save the noble, the beautiful trees that are daily
falling sacrifices to the cupidity of their owners, or the
necessity of the poor.”51 Now that he was retired, he
would replant trees on his own mountain.

Jefferson loved to work in the garden. If he
were to relive his life

it should have been on a rich spot of earth, well wa-
tered, and near a good market for the productions
of the garden. No occupation is so delightful to me
as the culture of the earth, & no culture comparable
to that of the garden. Such a variety of subjects,
some one always coming to perfection, the failure of
one thing repaired by the success of another, & in-
stead of one harvest, a continued one thro’ the year.
Under a total want of demand except for our family
table. I am still devoted to the garden. But tho’ an
old man, I am but a young gardener.52
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Jefferson found “delight” in corresponding
with old and intimate friends, especially Benjamin
Rush, and with John Adams, with whom Rush
arranged a reconciliation in 1812. On hearing that
the two friends had started corresponding, Rush
wrote Adams that “I rejoice in the correspondence
which has taken place between you and your old
friend Mr. Jefferson. I consider you and him as the
North and South Poles of the American Revolution.
Some talked, some wrote, and some fought to pro-
mote and establish it, but you and Mr. Jefferson
thought for us all.”53

As the years passed, Jefferson experienced the
pain of seeing friends die. He wondered whether it
was desirable “to witness the death of all our com-
panions, and merely be the last victim?” He doubt-
ed it. Why he asked, would one choose to remain
“as a solitary trunk in a desolate field, from which
all its former companions have disappeared?”54 But
the survivors have “the traveller’s consolation.
Every step shortens the distance we have to go; the
end of our journey is in sight.”55 He wrote to John
Adams that “there is a ripeness of time for death,
regarding others as well as ourselves, when it is
reasonable we should drop off, and make room for
another growth. When we have lived our genera-
tion out, we should not wish to encroach on anoth-
er.”56 In 1818 Abigail Adams died. Jefferson wrote
the grief-stricken widower a tender letter of condo-
lence:
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Tried myself, in the school of affliction, by the loss of
every form of connection which can rive the human
heart, I know well, and feel what you have lost, what
you have suffered, are suffering, and have yet to en-
dure. The same trials have taught me that, for ills so
immeasurable, time and silence are the only medi-
cines. I will not therefore, by useless condolences,
open afresh the sluices of your grief nor, altho’ min-
gling sincerely my tears with yours, will I say a
word more, where words are vain, but that it is of
some comfort to us both that the term is not very
distant at which we are to deposit, in the same cere-
ment, our sorrows and suffering bodies, and to as-
cend in essence to an ecstatic meeting with the
friends we have loved and lost and whom we shall
still love and never lose again. God bless you and
support you under your heavy affliction.57

When facing their own mortality in 1820, Jefferson
wrote Adams.

We . . . have done for our country the good which
has fallen in our way, so far as commensurate with
the faculties given us. That we have not done more
than we could cannot be imputed to us as a crime
before any tribunal. I look therefore to that crisis, as
I am sure you also do, as one “qui summum nec me-
tuit diem nec optat” [who neither fears the final day
nor hopes for it].58

In one of the great unbelievable coincidences
of history, Jefferson and Adams both died only
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hours apart on July 4, 1826—the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the Declaration of Independence. Recogniz-
ing the importance of the symbolism for the new
country, both men valiantly held on to life until that
glorious anniversary arrived. It was their final gift
to a grateful country. On hearing of Jefferson’s
death, James Madison, Jefferson’s friend for fifty
years, wrote that “he lives and will live in the mem-
ory and gratitude of the wise & good, as a luminary
of Science, as a votary of liberty, as a model of patri-
otism, and as a benefactor of the human kind.”59
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Thomas Jefferson Chronology
s

1743 Born at Shadwell, Va. (April 13)
1757 Father, Peter Jefferson, dies
1760–1762 Student at the College of William and Mary
1762–1767 Self-educates and also prepares for the law
1769 Begins building Monticello
1769–1774 Delegate to Virginia House of Burgesses
1772 Marries Martha Wayles Skelton (January 1)
1774 Writes A Summary View of the Rights of

British America

1775–1776 Delegate to Second Continental Congress
1776 Drafts Declaration of Independence
1776–1779 Delegate to Virginia House of Delegates
1779 Submits A Bill for Establishing Religious

Freedom

1779–1781 Governor of Virginia (elected June 1)
1780 Elected a member of the American

Philosophical Society
1781–1782 Writes Notes on the State of Virginia

1782 Wife dies (September 6)
1783–1784 Delegate to Confederation Congress
1784 Minister plenipotentiary to negotiate

treaties
1785–1789 Minister plenipotentiary to France
1790–1793 U.S. secretary of state
1797–1801 Vice president of the United States
1798 Drafts Kentucky Resolutions opposing

Alien and Sedition laws
1801–1809 President of the United States
1814–1826 Establishes the University of Virginia
1826 Dies at Monticello (July 4)





The Thoughts and Words of 

Thomas Jefferson

Advice
s

You will perceive by my preaching that I am grow-
ing old: it is the privilege of years, and I am sure
you will pardon it from the purity of its motives.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, 
November 25, 1785

The greatest favor which can be done me is the
communication of the opinions of judicious men, of
men who do not suffer their judgments to be biased
by either interest or passions.

To Chandler Price, Washington, February 28, 1807

Your situation, thrown at such a distance from us,
& alone, cannot but give us all great anxieties for
you. As much has been secured for you, by your
particular position and the acquaintance to which
you have been recommended, as could be done to-
wards shielding you from the dangers which sur-
round you. But thrown on a wide world, among
entire strangers, without a friend or guardian to ad-
vise, so young too, & with so little experience of
mankind, your dangers are great, & still your safety
must rest on yourself. A determination never to do
what is wrong, prudence and good humor, will go



far towards securing to you the estimation of the
world.

To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington, 
November 24, 1808

How easily we prescribe for others a cure for their
difficulties, while we cannot cure our own.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 22, 1821

Adore God. Reverence and cherish your parents.
Love your neighbor as yourself, and your country
more than yourself. Be just. Be true. Murmur not at
the ways of Providence.

To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, February 21, 1825

Consultation

I have found in the course of our joint services that I
think right when I think with you.

To John Adams, Paris, July 7, 1785

Setting an Example

View, in those whom you see, patients to be cured of
what is amiss by your example, encourage in them
that simplicity which should be the ornament of
their country; in fine, follow the dispositions of your
own native benevolence & sweetness of temper, and
you will be happy & make them so.

To Madame de Bréhan, Paris, May 9, 1788

I have ever deemed it more honorable, & more prof-
itable too, to set a good example than to follow a bad

4 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



one. The good opinion of mankind, like the lever of
Archimedes, with the given fulcrum, moves the
world.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, December 27, 1814

Suggestions

Suggestion and fact are different things.
To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, August 4, 1781

As I know from experience that profitable sugges-
tions sometimes come from lookers on, they may be
usefully tolerated, provided they do not pretend to
the right of an answer.

To Unknown, 1813

Ten Canons for Practical Life

Decalogue of Canons for Observation in Practical
Life

1. Never put off till tomorrow what you can
do to-day.
2. Never trouble another for what you can
do yourself.
3. Never spend your money before you have it.
4. Never buy what you do not want, because it is
cheap; it will be dear to you.
5. Pride costs us more than hunger, thirst and
cold.
6. We never repent of having eaten too little.
7. Nothing is troublesome that we do willingly.
8. How much pain have cost us the evils which
have never happened.
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9. Take things always by their smooth handle.
10. When angry, count ten, before you speak; if
very angry, an hundred.

To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, 
February 21, 1825

Agriculture
s

I am never satiated with rambling through the fields
and farms, examining the culture and cultivators,
with a degree of curiosity which makes some to take
me for a fool and others to be much wiser than I am.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, April 11, 1787

A steady application to agriculture with just trade
enough to take off its superfluities is our wisest
course.

To Wilson Miles Cary, Paris, August 12, 1787

The pursuits of Agriculture [are] the surest road to
affluence and best preservative of morals.

To John Blair, Paris, August 13, 1787

Agriculture . . . is our wisest pursuit, because it will
in the end contribute most to real wealth, good
morals & happiness. . . . The moderate & sure in-
come of husbandry begets permanent improvement,
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quiet life, and orderly conduct both public and pri-
vate. We have no occasion for more commerce than
to take off our superfluous produce.

To George Washington, Paris, August 14, 1787

I return to farming with an ardor which I scarcely
knew in my youth, and which has got the better en-
tirely of my love of study. Instead of writing 10 or
12 letters a day, which I have been in the habit of
doing as a thing of course, I put off answering my
letters now, farmer-like, till a rainy day, & then find
it sometimes postponed by other necessary occupa-
tions.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 25, 1794

This first & most precious of all the arts.
To Robert R. Livingston, Philadelphia, April 30, 1800

The class principally defective is that of agriculture. It
is the first in utility & ought to be the 1st in respect.
The same artificial means which have been used to
produce a competition in learning may be equally suc-
cessful in restoring agriculture to its primary dignity
in the eyes of men. It is a science of the very first order.
It counts among its handmaids the most respectable
sciences, such as chemistry, natural philosophy, me-
chanics, mathematics generally, natural history,
botany. In every college & university, a professorship
of Agriculture, & the class of its students, might be
honored as the first.

To David Williams, Washington, November 14, 1803

agriculture 7



Attached to agriculture by inclination as well as by a
conviction that it is the most useful of the occupa-
tions of man, my course of life has not permitted me
to add to its theories the lessons of practice.

To M. Silvestre, secretary of the Agricultural Society of
Paris, Washington, May 29, 1807

About to be relieved from this corvée* by age and
the fulfillment of the quadragena stipendia,** what
remains to me of physical activity will chiefly be em-
ployed in the amusements of agriculture. Having lit-
tle practical skill, I count more on the pleasures than
the profits of that occupation.

*servitude; forced labor
**forty years’ service

To Charles Philbert Lasteryrie-du Saillant, Washington,
July 15, 1808

No sentiment is more acknowledged in the family of
Agriculturalists than that the few who can afford it
should incur the risk & expense of all new improve-
ments, & give the benefit freely to the many of more
restricted circumstances.

To President James Madison, Monticello, May 13, 1810

The spontaneous energies of the earth are a gift of na-
ture, but they require the labor of man to direct their
operation. And the question is so to husband his labor
as to turn the greatest quantity of the earth to his ben-
efit. Ploughing deep, your recipe for killing weeds is
also the recipe for almost every good thing in farming.
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The plow is to the farmer what the wand is to the sor-
cerer. Its effect is really like sorcery. In the country
wherein I live, we have discovered a new use for it,
equal in value to its services before known. Our coun-
try is hilly and we have been in the habit of ploughing
in strait rows whether up or down hill, in oblique
lines, or however they lead, and our soil was all rapid-
ly running into the rivers. We now plough horizontal-
ly following the curvatures of the hills and hollows on
the dead level, however crooked the lines may be.
Every furrow thus acts as a reservoir to receive and
retain the waters, all of which go to the benefit of the
growing plant instead of running off into streams.

To Charles Willson Peale, March 17, 1813

Farmers

Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of
god, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he
has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and
genuine virtue.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citi-
zens. They are the most vigorous, the most indepen-
dent, the most virtuous, & they are tied to their
country & wedded to its liberty & interests by the
most lasting bands.

To John Jay, Paris, August 23, 1785

The cultivators of the earth are the most virtuous
citizens and possess most of the amor patriae.*
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Merchants are the least virtuous, and possess the
least of the amor patriae.

*love of one’s country; patriotism
To Jean Nicolas Démeunier, January 24, 1786

Ours are the only farmers who can read Homer.
To St. John de Crèvecoeur, Paris, January 15, 1787

Have you become a farmer? Is it not pleasanter than
to be shut up within 4 walls and delving eternally
with the pen? I am become the most ardent farmer
in the state. I live on my horse from morning to
night almost.

To Henry Knox, Monticello, June 1, 1795

I am entirely a farmer, soul and body, never scarcely
admitting a sentiment on any other subject.

To Thomas Pinckney, Monticello, September 8, 1795

If a debt is once contracted by a farmer, it is never
paid but by a sale.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, January 7, 1798

The truth is that farmers, as we all are, have no com-
mand of money. Our necessaries are all supplied either
from our farms, or a neighboring store. Our produce,
at the end of the year, is delivered to the merchant &
thus the business of the year is done by barter, with-
out the intervention of scarcely a dollar: and thus also
we live with a plenty of every thing except money.

To William Duane, Monticello, March 28, 1811
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So that in the lotteries of human life you see that
even farming is but gambling.

To Unknown, no date [1813?]

Gardening

I have often thought that if heaven had given me
choice of my position & calling, it should have been
on a rich spot of earth, well watered, and near a good
market for the productions of the garden. No occupa-
tion is so delightful to me as the culture of the earth,
& no culture comparable to that of the garden. Such
a variety of subjects, some one always coming to per-
fection, the failure of one thing repaired by the suc-
cess of another, & instead of one harvest, a continued
one thro’ the year. Under a total want of demand ex-
cept for our family table. I am still devoted to the gar-
den. But tho’ an old man, I am but a young gardener.

To Charles Willson Peale, Poplar Forest, August 20, 1811

Introducing New Crops

One service of this kind rendered to a nation is
worth more to them than all the victories of the
most splendid pages of their history, and becomes a
source of exalted pleasure to those who have been
instrumental to it.

To Alexandre Giroud, Philadelphia, May 22, 1797

Natural Fertilizing

The atmosphere is certainly the great workshop of
nature for elaborating the fertilizing principles, &
insinuating them into the soil.

To William Strickland, Philadelphia, March 23, 1798
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America
s

I sincerely wish you may find it convenient to come
here. The pleasure of the trip will be less than you
expect but the utility greater. It will make you adore
your own country, its soil, its climate, its equality,
liberty, laws, people and manners. My god! How lit-
tle do my countrymen know what precious blessings
they are in possession of, and which no other people
on earth enjoy. I confess I had no idea of it myself.

To James Monroe, Paris, June 17, 1785

You have properly observed that we can no longer
be called Anglo-Americans. That appellation now
describes only the inhabitants of Nova Scotia, Cana-
da, &c. I had applied that of Federo-Americans to
our citizens, as it would not be so decent for us to
assume to ourselves the flattering appellation of
Free-Americans.

To Brissot de Warville, Paris, August 16, 1786

Head. When you reflect that all Europe is made to
believe we are a lawless banditti, in a state of absolute
anarchy, cutting one another’s throats, & plundering
without distinction, how can you expect that any rea-
sonable creature would venture among us?

Heart. But you & I know that all this is false:
that there is not a country on earth where there is
greater tranquility, where the laws are milder, or



better obeyed: where every one is more attentive to
his own business, or meddles less with that of oth-
ers: where strangers are better received, more hos-
pitably treated, & with a more sacred respect.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

Nothing in Europe can counterbalance the freedom,
the simplicity, the friendship & the domestic felicity
we enjoy in America.

To Johann Ludwig de Unger, Paris, February 16, 1788

[America] is made on an improved plan. Europe is a
first idea, a crude production, before the maker
knew his trade, or had made up his mind as to what
he wanted.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, February 17, 1788

I know no country where . . . public esteem is so
attached to worth, regardless of wealth.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Germantown, Pa.,
November 27, 1793

Our geographical distance is insensible still to for-
eigners.

To John Adams, Monticello, May 27, 1796

American Character

It is a part of the American character to consider
nothing as desperate; to surmount every difficulty
by resolution and contrivance. In Europe there are
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shops for every want. Its inhabitants therefore have
no idea that their wants can be furnished otherwise.
Remote from all other aid, we are obliged to invent
and to execute; to find means within ourselves, and
not to lean on others.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

There is a modesty often which does itself injury.
Our countrymen possess this. They do not know
their own superiority.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, February 2, 1788

The steady character of our countrymen is a rock to
which we may safely moor.

To Elbridge Gerry, Washington, March 29, 1801

In our cities he will find distant imitations of the
cities of Europe. But if he wishes to know the na-
tion, its occupations, manners, & principles, they
reside not in the cities; he must travel through the
country, accept the hospitalities of the country
gentlemen, and visit with them the school of the
people.

To Madame de Stael de Holstein, Washington, 
July 16, 1807

America’s Future

Our confederacy must be viewed as the nest from
which all America, North & South is to be peopled.

To Archibald Stuart, Paris, January 25, 1786
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I carry with me the consolation of a firm persuasion
that heaven has in store for our beloved country,
long ages to come of prosperity and happiness.

Eighth (and final) Annual Message to Congress, 
November 8, 1808

As the Hope of the World

Happy for us that abuses have not yet become patri-
monies, and that every description of interest is in
favor of rational & moderate government. That we
are yet able to send our wise & good men together
to talk over our form of government, discuss its
weaknesses, and establish its remedies with the
same sang-froid,* as they would a subject of agricul-
ture. The example we have given to the world is sin-
gle, that of changing the form of government under
the authority of reason only, without bloodshed.

*composure; determination
To Ralph Izard, Paris, July 17, 1788

We can surely boast of having set the world a beau-
tiful example of a government reformed by reason
alone without bloodshed.

To Edward Rutledge, Paris, July 18, 1788

Never was a finer canvas presented to work on than
our countrymen. All of them engaged in agriculture
or the pursuits of honest industry, independent in
their circumstances, enlightened as to their rights,
and firm in their habits of order & obedience to the
laws. This I hope will be the age of experiments in

america 15



government, and that their basis will be founded in
principles of honesty, not of mere force. We have
seen no instance of this since the days of the Roman
republic, nor do we read of any before that.

To John Adams, Monticello, February 28, 1796

A just & solid republican government maintained
here, will be a standing monument & example for the
aim & imitation of the people of other countries; and
I join with you in the hope and belief that they will
see from our example that a free government is of all
others the most energetic; that the inquiry which has
been excited among the mass of mankind by our rev-
olution & its consequences will ameliorate the condi-
tion of man over a great portion of the globe.

To John Dickinson, Washington, March 6, 1801

It is impossible not to be sensible that we are acting
for all mankind: that circumstances denied to others,
but indulged to us, have imposed on us the duty of
proving what is the degree of freedom and self-
government in which a society may venture to leave
its individual members.

To Joseph Priestley, Washington, June 19, 1802

The station which we occupy among the nations of
the earth is honorable, but awful. Trusted with the
destinies of this solitary republic of the world, the
only monument of human rights, & the sole deposi-
tory of the sacred fire of freedom & self-government
from hence it is to be lighted up in other regions of
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the earth, if other regions of the earth shall ever be-
come susceptible of its benign influence. All
mankind ought then, with us, to rejoice in its pros-
perous, & sympathize in its adverse fortunes, as in-
volving every thing dear to man.

To the citizens of Washington, March 4, 1809

The last hope of human liberty in this world rests
on us.

To William Duane, Monticello, March 28, 1811

The eyes of the virtuous, all over the earth, are
turned with anxiety on us, as the only depositories
of the sacred fire of liberty, and that our falling
into anarchy would decide forever the destinies of
mankind, and seal the political heresy that man is
incapable of self-government.

To John Hollins, Monticello, May 5, 1811

I hope & firmly believe that the whole world will,
sooner or later, feel benefit from the issue of our as-
sertion of the rights of man.

To Benjamin Galloway, Monticello, February 2, 1812

We are destined to be a barrier against the returns
of ignorance and barbarism.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

I will not believe our labors are lost. I shall not die
without a hope that light and liberty are on steady
advance. . . . And even should the cloud of barbarism
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and despotism again obscure the science and liber-
ties of Europe, this country remains to preserve and
restore light and liberty to them. In short, the flames
kindled on the 4th of July 1776 have spread over too
much of the globe to be extinguished by the feeble
engines of despotism. On the contrary they will con-
sume those engines, and all who work them.

To John Adams, Monticello, September 12, 1821

The American Revolution
s

The Declaration of Independence

I turned to neither book nor pamphlet while writing
it. I did not consider it as any part of my charge to
invent new ideas altogether, & to offer no sentiment
which had ever been expressed before.

To James Madison, Monticello, August 30, 1823

The Declaration [was] the genuine effusion of the
soul of our country at that time.

To James Madison, Monticello, September 16, 1825

May it be to the world what I believe it will be, (to
some parts sooner, to others later, but finally to all,)
the Signal of arousing men to burst the chains, un-
der which Monkish ignorance and superstition had
persuaded them to bind themselves, and to assume
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Jefferson’s draft of the first page of the Declaration of
Independence. (Jefferson Papers, Library of Congress.)

the blessings & security of self-government. That
form which we have substituted, restores the free
right to the unbounded exercise of reason and free-
dom of opinion. All eyes are opened, or opening, to
the rights of man. The general spread of the light of



20 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson

science has already laid open to every view the pal-
pable 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. These are grounds of hope for
others. For ourselves, let the annual return of this
day forever refresh our recollections of these rights,
and an undiminished devotion to them.

To Roger C. Weightman, Monticello, June 24, 1826

Purpose

The approbation of my ancient friends is, above all
things, the most grateful to my heart. They know
for what objects we relinquished the delights of do-
mestic society, tranquility & science, & committed
ourselves to the ocean of revolution, to wear out the
only life god has given us here in scenes the benefits
of which will accrue only to those who follow us.
Surely we had in view to obtain the theory & prac-
tice of good government; and how any, who seemed
so ardent in this pursuit, could as shamelessly have
apostatized, and supposed we meant only to put our
government into other hands, but not other forms,
is indeed wonderful. The lesson we have had will
probably be useful to the people at large, by show-
ing to them how capable they are of being made the
instruments of their own bondage.

To John Dickinson, Washington, December 19, 1801



The Arts
s

You see I am an enthusiast on the subject of the arts.
But it is an enthusiasm of which I am not ashamed,
as its object is to improve the taste of my country-
men, to increase their reputation, to reconcile to
them the respect of the world & procure them its
praise.

To James Madison, Paris, September 20, 1785

One who loves the arts must be well disposed to
those who practice them.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, September 18, 1787

Painters of high reputation are either above copy-
ing, or ask extravagant prices. But there are always
men of good talents, who being kept in obscurity by
untoward circumstances, work cheap, & work well.
Copies by such hands as these might probably be
obtained at such prices as I would be willing to
give.

To Philip Mazzei, Paris, October 17, 1787

I am but a son of natu re, loving what I see and
feel, without being able to give a reason, nor caring
much whether there be one.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, April 24, 1788



Architecture

This is the second time I have been in love since I
left Paris. The first was with a Diana at the Chateau
de Laye Epinaye in Beaujolais, a delicious morsel of
sculpture, by M[ichael] A[ngelo] Slodtz. This you
will say, was in rule, to fall in love with a female
beauty: but, with a house! It is out of all precedent.
No, madam, it is not without a precedent, in my own
history. While at Paris, I was violently smitten with
the Hotel de Salm, and used to go to the Thuileries*
almost daily to look at it. The loueuse des chaises,**
inattentive to my passion, never had the complai-
sance to place a chair there; so that, sitting on the
parapet, and twisting my neck round to see the ob-
ject of my admiration, I generally left it with a torti-
collis.***

*The gardens of Thuileries Palace in the center
of Paris had become almost public. Chairs could
be rented. From here, Jefferson observed the
construction of the Hotel de Salm across the
Seine.
**renters of chairs
***stiff neck

To Madame de Tessé, Nismes, France, March 20, 1787

Literature

Literature is not yet a distinct profession with us.
Now and then a strong mind arises, and at its inter-
vals of leisure from business, emits a flash of light.

To J. Evelyn Denison, Monticello, November 9, 1825
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Music

If there is a gratification which I envy any people in
this world it is to your country its music. This is the
favorite passion of my soul, & fortune has cast my
lot in a country where it is in a state of deplorable
barbarism.

To Giovanni Fabbroni, Williamsburg, June 8, 1778

[The Harmonica] However imperfect this instru-
ment is for the general mass of musical compositions,
yet for those of a certain character it is delicious.

To Charles Burney, Paris, February 12, 1787

[Music] will be a companion which will sweeten
many hours of life to you.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, New York, April 4, 1790

Music is invaluable where a person has an ear.
Where they have not, it should not be attempted. It
furnishes a delightful recreation for the hours of
respite from the cares of the day, and lasts us through
life.

To Nathaniel Burwell, Monticello, March 14, 1818

Poetry

Misery is often the parent of the most affecting
touches in poetry. . . . Love is the peculiar oestrum*
of the poet.

*inspiration
Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782
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It is not for a stranger to decide on the merit of po-
etry in a language foreign to him.

To Hilliard d’Auberteuil, Paris, January 27, 1787

A poet is as much the creature of climate as an or-
ange or palm tree.

To William Short, Paris, May 21, 1787

I subscribe with pleasure to the publication of your
volumes of poems. I anticipate the same pleasure
from them which the perusal of those heretofore
published has given me. . . . Under the shade of a
tree one of your volumes will be a pleasant pocket
companion.

To Philip Freneau, Monticello, May 22, 1809

Books
s

An honest heart being the first blessing, a knowing
head is the second. It is time for you now to begin to
be choice in your reading, to begin to pursue a regu-
lar course in it, & not to suffer yourself to be turned
to the right or left by reading any thing out of that
course.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785
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Books, really good, acquire just reputation in that
time, & so become known to us & communicate to
us all their advances in knowledge.

To Charles Bellini, Paris, September 30, 1785

Read good books because they will encourage as
well as direct your feelings.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

When I name a particular edition of a book, send
me that edition and no other.

When I do not name the edition, never send a
folio or quarto if there exists an 8vo. or small edi-
tion. I like books of a handy size.

To Thomas Paine, Paris, October 2, 1788

[Hopes to have Wythe visit Monticello] and of grat-
ifying your taste for books, by introducing you to a
collection now certainly the best in America.

To George Wythe, Monticello, October 23, 1794

I cannot live without books.
To John Adams, Monticello, June 10, 1815

My repugnance to the writing table becomes daily &
hourly more deadly & insurmountable. In place of
this has come on a canine appetite for reading. And I
indulge it because I see in it a relief against the taedi-
um senectutis,* a lamp to lighten my path thro’ the
dreary wilderness of time before me, whose bourne I
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see not. Losing daily all interest in the things around
us, something else is necessary to fill the void. With
me it is reading, which occupies the mind without
the labor of producing ideas from my own stock.

*weariness of old age
To John Adams, Monticello, May 17, 1818
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I was a hard student until I entered on the business of
life, the duties of which leave no idle time to those
disposed to fulfill them; & now, retired and at the age
of 76, I am again a hard student. Indeed, my fondness
for reading and study revolts me from the drudgery
of letter writing. . . . I never go to bed without an
hour, or half hour’s previous reading of something
moral, whereon to ruminate in the intervals of sleep.

To Vine Utley, Monticello, March 21, 1819

Books constitute capital. A library book lasts as
long as a house, for hundreds of years. It is not then
an article of mere consumption but fairly of capital.

To James Madison, Monticello, September 16, 1821

Dictionaries

Your idea is an excellent one in producing authori-
ties for the meanings of words, “to select the promi-
nent passages in our best writers, to make your dic-
tionary a general index to English literature and
thus intersperse with verdure and flowers the bar-
ren deserts of Philology.” And I believe with you
that “wisdom, morality, religion, thus thrown down,
as if without intention, before the reader, in quota-
tions, may often produce more effect than the very
passages in the books themselves.”

To Sir Herbert Croft, Monticello, October 30, 1798

Jefferson’s Library

I learn from the newspapers that the vandalism of
our enemy has triumphed at Washington over sci-
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ence as well as the Arts, by the destruction of the
public library with the noble edifice in which it was
deposited. . . . I presume it will be among the early
objects of Congress to recommence their collection.
This will be difficult while the war continues and in-
tercourse with Europe is attended with so much
risk. You know my collection, its condition and ex-
tent. I have been 50 years making it & have spared
no pains, opportunity or expense to make it what it
is. While residing in Paris, I devoted every afternoon
I was disengaged, for a summer or two, in examin-
ing all the principal book stores, turning over every
book with my own hands and putting by everything
which related to America, and indeed whatever was
rare & valuable in every science. Besides this, I had
standing orders, during the whole time I was in Eu-
rope, in its principal book-marts, particularly Ams-
terdam, Frankfort, Madrid, and London, for such
works relating to America as could not be found in
Paris. So that, in that department particularly, such a
collection was made as probably can never again
be effected; because it is hardly probable that the
same opportunities, the same time, industry, perse-
verance, and expense, with some knowledge of the
bibliography of the subject would again happen to
be in concurrence. During the same period, and after
my return to America, I was led to procure also what-
ever related to the duties of those in the high concerns
of the nation. So that the collection, which I suppose
is between 9 and 10,000 volumes, while it includes
what is chiefly valuable in science and literature
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generally, extends more particularly to whatever be-
longs to the American statesman. In the diplomatic
and Parliamentary branches, it is particularly full. It
is long since I have been sensible it ought not to con-
tinue private property, and had provided that at my
death, Congress should have the refusal of it, at their
own price. But the loss they have now incurred
makes the present the proper moment for their ac-
commodation, without regard to the small remnant
of time and the barren use of my enjoying it.

To Samuel Harrison Smith, Monticello, 
September 21, 1814

Libraries

I have often thought that nothing would do more
extensive good at small expense than the establish-
ment of a small circulating library in every county,
to consist of a few well-chosen books, to be lent to
the people of the county under such regulations as
would secure their safe return in due time. These
should be such as would give them a general view of
that of other history & particular view of their own
country, a tolerable knowledge of geography, the el-
ements of Natural philosophy, of agriculture & me-
chanics.

To John Wyche, Monticello, May 19, 1809

You are pleased to ask my opinion on the subject of
the arrangement of libraries. I shall communicate
with pleasure what occurs to me on it. Two methods
offer themselves, the one Alphabetical, the other
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according to the subject of the book. The former is
very unsatisfactory, because of the medley it presents
to the mind, the difficulty sometimes of recalling the
author’s name, and the greater difficulty, where the
name is not given of selecting the word in the title
which shall determine its Alphabetical place. The
arrangement according to subject is far preferable,
altho’ sometimes presenting difficulty also, for it is
often doubtful to what particular subject a book
should be ascribed.

To George Watterston, Monticello, May 7, 1815

Reviewers

A Reviewer can never let a work pass uncensured.
He must always make himself wiser than his author.
He would otherwise think it an abdication of his of-
fice of Censor.

To William Johnson, Monticello, March 4, 1823

For the functions of a Reviewer I have neither time,
talent, nor inclination, and I trust that, on reflection,
your indulgence will not think unreasonable my un-
willingness to embark in an office of so little entice-
ment.

To Thomas Earle, Monticello, September 24, 1823

I make it an invariable rule to decline ever giving
opinions on new publications in any case whatever.
No man on earth has less taste or talent for criticism
than myself.

To Alexander Smyth, Monticello, January 17, 1825
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Cities, Countries, and Regions
s

Cities

The mobs of great cities add just so much to the
support of pure government, as sores do to the
strength of the human body.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

I am constantly roving about to see where I have nev-
er seen before and shall never see again. In the great
cities, I go to see what travelers think alone worthy of
being seen, but I make a job of it and generally gulp
it all down in a day.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, April 11, 1787

I think our governments will remain virtuous for
many centuries; as long as they are chiefly agricul-
tural; and this will be as long as there shall be va-
cant lands in any part of America. When they get
piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe,
they will become corrupt as in Europe.

To James Madison, Paris, December 20, 1787

As soon as I am fixed in Philadelphia, I shall be in
hopes of receiving Jack.* Load him, on his depar-
ture, with charges not to give his heart to any object
he will find there. I know no such useless bauble in
a house as a girl of mere city education. She would



finish by fixing him there and ruining him. I will
enforce on him your charges, and all others which
shall be for his good.

*Jefferson had offered to assist his nephew, John
Eppes, with his studies in Philadelphia and even
to hire him as a copyist. Eppes spent two years in
Philadelphia and studied law under Jefferson’s
tutelage. Jefferson gave Eppes the extremely im-
portant job of secretly copying James Madison’s
notes of the debates in the Federal Convention of
1787. Eppes and Jefferson’s daughter, Polly, were
married in October 1797.

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Monticello, October 31, 1790

I view great cities as pestilential to the morals, the
health and the liberties of man. True, they nourish
some of the elegant arts, but the useful ones can
thrive elsewhere, and less perfection in the others,
with more health, virtue & freedom, would be my
choice.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, September 23, 1800

But the great mass of our people are agricultural;
and the commercial cities, tho’ by the command of
newspapers they make a great deal of noise, have lit-
tle effect in the direction of the government. They
are as different in sentiment & character from the
country people as any two distinct nations, and are
clamorous against the order of things established by
the agricultural interest.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, February 5, 1803

32 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



The general desire of men to live by their heads
rather than their hands & the strong allurements of
great cities to those who have any turn for dissipa-
tion, threaten to make them here, as in Europe, the
sinks of voluntary misery.

To David Williams, Washington, November 14, 1803

A city life offers you indeed more means of dissipat-
ing time, but more frequent also, and more painful
objects of vice and wretchedness.

To William Short, Monticello, September 8, 1823

Cuba

I shall sincerely lament Cuba’s falling into any hands
but those of its present owners. Spanish America is
at present in the best hands for us, & “chi sta bene,
non si muove”* should be our motto.

*Whoever is in a good position, does not move.
To Albert Gallatin, Monticello, May 17, 1808

That he [Napoleon] would give us the Floridas to
withhold intercourse with the residue of those
colonies cannot be doubted. But that is no price,
because they are ours in the first moment of the
first war; & until a war they are of no particular ne-
cessity to us. But, altho’ with difficulty, he will con-
sent to our receiving Cuba into our union to pre-
vent our aid to Mexico & the other provinces. That
would be a price, & I would immediately erect a
column on the Southernmost limit of Cuba & in-
scribe on it a Ne plus ultra* as to us in that direction.
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We should then have only to include the North in
our confederacy, which would be of course in the
first war, and we should have such an empire for
liberty as she has never surveyed since the creation
& I am persuaded no constitution was ever before so
well calculated as ours for extensive empire & self
government.

*not more beyond
To President James Madison, Monticello, April 27, 1809

It will be objected to our receiving Cuba, that no
limit can then be drawn to our future acquisitions.
Cuba can be defended by us without a navy & this
develops the principle which ought to limit our views.
Nothing should ever be accepted which would re-
quire a navy to defend it.

To President James Madison, Monticello, April 27, 1809

Cuba alone seems at present to hold up a speck of
war to us. Its possession by Great Britain would in-
deed be a great calamity to us. Could we induce her
[Britain] to join us in guaranteeing its indepen-
dence against all the world, except Spain, it would
be nearly as valuable to us as if it were our own. But,
should she [Britain] take it, I would not immediately
go to war for it; because the first war on other ac-
counts will give it to us; or the island will give itself
to us, when able to do so.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, June 11, 1823
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Her addition to our confederacy is exactly what is
wanting to round our power as a nation to the point
of its utmost interest.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, June 23, 1823

But we have first to ask ourselves a question. Do we
wish to acquire to our own confederacy any one or
more of the Spanish provinces? I candidly confess
that I have ever looked on Cuba as the most interest-
ing addition which could ever be made to our system
of states. The control which with Florida point, this
island would give us over the Gulf of Mexico and the
countries, and the isthmus bordering on it, as well as
all those whose waters flow into it, would fill up the
measure of our political well-being. Yet, as I am sen-
sible that this can never be obtained even with her
own consent, but by war; and its independence,
which is our second interest (and especially its inde-
pendence of England) can be secured without it, I
have no hesitation in abandoning my first wish to fu-
ture chances, and accepting its independence with
peace & the friendship of England, rather than its
association at the expense of war and her enmity.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, October 24, 1823

Europe

I can scarcely withhold myself from joining in the
wish of Silas Deane that there were an ocean of fire
between us & the old world.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797
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I consider Europe at present as a world apart from
us, about which it is improper for us even to form
opinions, or to indulge any wishes but the general
one that whatever is to take place in it, may be for
its happiness.

To Julien Niemcewicz, Monticello, April 22, 1807

We especially ought to pray that the powers of Eu-
rope may be so poised & counterpoised among them-
selves that their own safety may require the presence
of all their force at home, leaving the other quarters
of the globe in undisturbed tranquility.

To John Crawford, Monticello, January 2, 1812

European Education

But why send an American youth to Europe for ed-
ucation? What are the objects of an useful American
education? Classical knowledge; modern languages
& chiefly French, Spanish, & Italian; Mathematics;
Natural philosophy, Natural history; Civil History;
Ethics. In Natural philosophy I mean to include
Chemistry & Agriculture, and in Natural history to
include Botany as well as the other branches of
those departments. It is true that the habit of speak-
ing the modern languages cannot be as well ac-
quired in America, but every other article can be as
well acquired at William & Mary College as at any
place in Europe.

To John Bannister, Jr., Paris, October 15, 1785
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There is a great deal of ill to be learnt here by young
people, and no good but what can be better learnt
with us.

To Henry Skipwith, Paris, May 6, 1786

He [John Rutledge, Jr.] is likely to be as much im-
proved by this tour, as any person can be, and to re-
turn home charged, like a bee, with the honey gath-
ered on it.

To John Rutledge, Sr., Paris, July 17, 1788

France

She is the wealthiest but worst governed country on
earth.

To Joseph Jones, Paris, June 19, 1785

I consider your boasts of the splendor of your city
[London] and of its superb hackney coaches as a
flout, and declaring that I would not give the polite,
self-denying, feeling, hospitable, good humored peo-
ple of this country & their amiability in every point
of view (tho’ it must be confessed our streets are
somewhat dirty, & our fiacres* rather indifferent) for
ten such races of rich, proud, hectoring, swearing,
squibbing, carnivorous animals as those among
whom you are; and that I do love this people with all
my heart, and think that with a better religion, a bet-
ter form of government and their present governors
their condition & country would be most enviable.

*coaches for hire
To Abigail Adams, Paris, June 21, 1785
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[Frenchmen] have as much happiness in one year as
an Englishman in ten.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, August 9, 1786

The only nation on earth on whom we can solidly
rely for assistance till we can stand on our own legs.

To Ralph Izard, Paris, November 18, 1786

It is impossible to be among a people who wish
more to make one happy, a people of the very best
character it is possible for one to have. We have no
idea in America of the real French character. With
some true samples, we have had many false ones.

To Eliza House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786

A Frenchman never says No: and it is difficult for a
stranger to know when he means it. Perhaps it is
the longest to be learnt of all the particularities of
the nation.

To Thomas Paine, Paris, July 3, 1788

The cutting off heads is become so much à la mode,*
that one is apt to feel of a morning whether their
own is on their shoulders.

*the fashion
To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 25, 1789

Of all nations of any consideration France is the one
which, hitherto has offered the fewest points on
which we could have any conflict of right, and the
most points of a communion of interests. From these
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causes we have ever looked to her as our natural
friend, as one with which we never could have an oc-
casion of difference. Her growth therefore we viewed
as our own, her misfortunes ours.

To Robert R. Livingston, Washington, April 18, 1802

While I freely admit the right of a nation to change
its political principles & constitution at will, and
the impropriety of any but its own citizens censur-
ing that change, I expect your lordship has been
disappointed, as I acknowledge I have been in the
issue of the convulsions on the other side the chan-
nel. This has certainly lessened the interest which
the philanthropist warmly felt in those struggles.
Without befriending human liberty a gigantic
force has risen up which seems to threaten the
world.

To the Earl of Buchan, Washington, July 10, 1803

No people on earth retain their national adherence
longer or more warmly than the French.

To William C. C. Claiborne, Monticello, 
September 10, 1809

Ask the traveled inhabitant of any nation, In what
country on earth would you rather live?—Certainly
in my own, where all my friends, my relations, and
the earliest & sweetest affections and recollections of
my life. Which would be your second choice?
France.

Autobiography, 1821
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Great Britain

During the late war I had an infallible rule for decid-
ing what that nation would do on every occasion. It
was, to consider what they ought to do, and to take
the reverse of that as what they would assuredly do,
and I can say with truth that I was never deceived.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, June 22, 1785

His obstinacy of character we know; his hostility we
have known, and it is embittered by ill success.

To Richard Henry Lee, London, April 22, 1786

That nation hates us, their ministers hate us, and
their king more than all other men.

To John Page, Paris, May 4, 1786

We have a blind story here of somebody attempting
to assassinate your king. No man upon earth has my
prayers for his continuance in life more sincerely
than him. He is truly the American Messiah. The
most precious life that ever god gave, and may god
continue it. Twenty long years has he been laboring
to drive us to our good and he labors and will labor
still for it if he can be spared. We shall have need of
him for twenty more. The Prince of Wales on the
throne, Lansdowne & Fox in the ministry, & we are
undone! We become chained by our habits to the
tails of those who hate & despise us. I repeat it then
that my anxieties are all alive for the health & long
life of the king. He has not a friend on earth who
would lament his loss so much & so long as I should.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, August 9, 1786
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The people of England, I think, are less oppressed
than here. But it needs but half an eye to see, when
among them, that the foundation is laid in their dis-
positions, for the establishment of a despotism. No-
bility, wealth, and pomp are the objects of their ado-
ration. They are by no means the free-minded
people we suppose them in America. Their learned
men too are few in number, and are less learned and
infinitely less emancipated from prejudice than
those of this country.

To George Wythe, Paris, August 13, 1786

Our friend George is rather remarkable for doing
exactly what he ought not to do.

To David Ramsay, Paris, August 4, 1787

I never yet found any other general rule for fore-
telling what they will do, but that of examining
what they ought not to do.

To John Adams, Paris, September 28, 1787

Of all nations on earth they require to be treated
with the most hauteur.* They require to be kicked
into common good manners.

*haughtiness; arrogance
To William Stephens Smith, Paris, 
September 28, 1787

Since the accession of their present monarch, has
it not been passion, & not reason, which, nine times
out of ten, has dictated her measures? Has there
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been a better role of prognosticating what he would
do, than to examine what he ought not to do?

To John Jay, Paris, October 8, 1787

We know little of what is passing in that country,
for I would not call knowledge the misinformation
we get thro’ the English papers. We know from our
own experience that they say of their enemies, not
what is true, or what they believe to be true, but
what they would wish the world to believe of them.

To Madame de Tessé, Monticello, September 8, 1795

Theirs is the workshop to which we go for all we
want.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

As we have employed some of the best materials of
the British constitution in the construction of our
own government, a knowledge of British history be-
comes useful to the American politician.

To John Norvell, Washington, June 11, 1807

Our laws, language, religion, politics, & manners
are so deeply laid in English foundations, that we
shall never cease to consider their history as a part
of ours, and to study ours in that as its origin.

To William Duane, Monticello, August 12, 1810

I am sorry for her people, who are individually as re-
spectable as those of other nations. It is her govern-
ment which is so corrupt, and which has destroyed
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the nation. It was certainly the most corrupt and un-
principled government on earth. I should be glad to
see their farmers and mechanics come here, but I
hope their nobles, priests, and merchants will be
kept at home to be moralized by the discipline of the
new government.

To William Duane, Monticello, November 13, 1810

As for France & England, with all their preemi-
nence in science, the one is a den of robbers, & the
other of pirates.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 21, 1812

We concur in considering the government of En-
gland as totally without morality, insolent beyond
bearing, inflated with vanity and ambition, aiming
at the exclusive dominion of the sea, lost in corrup-
tion, of deep-rooted hatred towards us, hostile to
liberty wherever it endeavors to show its head, and
the eternal disturber of the peace of the world.

To Thomas Leiper, Monticello, June 12, 1815

No nation on earth can hurt us so much as yours;
none be more useful to you than ours.

To William Roscoe, Monticello, December 27, 1820

Great Britain is the nation which can do us the most
harm of any one, or all, on earth; and with her on our
side we need not fear the whole world.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, 
October 24, 1823
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In England the constitution may be altered by a sin-
gle act of the legislature, which amounts to the hav-
ing no constitution at all.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

Gr. Britain, the land of our own language, habits and
manners.

To Richard Rush, Monticello, April 26, 1824

Greece

I cannot help looking forward to the reestablish-
ment of the Greeks as a people, and the language of
Homer becoming again a living language as among
possible events.

To George Wythe, Paris, September 16, 1787

Italy

I wish your Italy lay only on the other side of Chesa-
peake bay, that I might go and see it: if I were to
take another voyage on this side the Styx, it would
certainly be to see that.

To Philip Mazzei, Monticello, September 8, 1795

Lake George and Lake Champlain

Lake George is, without comparison, the most
beautiful water I ever saw; formed by a contour of
mountains into a basin thirty-five miles long, and
from two to four miles broad, finely interspersed,
with islands, its water limpid as crystal, and the
mountain sides covered with rich groves of thuja,
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silver fir, white pine, aspen, and paper birch down
to the water-edge; here and there precipices of
rock to checker the scene and save it from monoto-
ny. An abundance of speckled trout, salmon trout,
bass, and other fish, with which it is stored, have
added, to our other amusements, the sport of tak-
ing them. Lake Champlain, though much larger, is
a far less pleasant water. It is muddy, turbulent,
and yields little game. After penetrating into it
about twenty-five miles, we have been obliged, by
a head wind and high seas, to return, having spent
a day and a half in sailing on it.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Lake Champlain, 
May 31, 1791

New England

Seeing therefore that an association of men who will
not quarrel with one another is a thing which never
yet existed, from the greatest confederacy of nations
down to a town meeting or a vestry, seeing that we
must have somebody to quarrel with, I had rather
keep our New-England associates for that purpose
than to see our bickerings transferred to others.
They are circumscribed within such narrow limits,
& their population so full, that their numbers will
ever be the minority, and they are marked, like the
Jews, with such a peculiarity of character, as to con-
stitute from that circumstance the natural division of
our parties.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, June 4, 1798
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Panama Canal

Were they to make an opening thro’ the isthmus of
Panama, a work much less difficult than some even
of the inferior canals of France, however small this
opening should be in the beginning, the tropical
current, entering it with all its force, would soon
widen it sufficiently for its own passage, & thus
complete in a short time that work which otherwise
will still employ it for ages. Less country too would
be destroyed by it in this way.

To Jean Baptiste Le Roy, Paris, November 13, 1786

Pennsylvania

Pennsylvania, the cradle of toleration and freedom
of religion.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, November 2, 1822

Russia

Russia (while her present monarch* lives) is the
most cordially friendly to us of any power on earth,
will go furthest to serve us, & is most worthy of con-
ciliation.

*Alexander
To William Duane, Washington, July 20, 1807

I pray you to place me rectus in curia* in this busi-
ness with the emperor, and to assure him that I car-
ry into my retirement the highest veneration for his
virtues, and fondly cherish the belief that his dispo-
sitions and power are destined by heaven to better,
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in some degree at least, the condition of oppressed
man.

*blameless
To William Short, Washington, March 8, 1809

Alexander is unquestionably a man of an excellent
heart, and of very respectable strength of mind; and
he is the only sovereign who cordially loves us. . . .
Of Alexander’s sense of the merits of our form of
government, of its wholesome operation on the con-
dition of the people, and of the interest he takes in
the success of our experiment, we possess the most
unquestionable proofs; and to him we shall be in-
debted if the rights of neutrals, to be settled when-
ever peace is made, shall be extended beyond the
present belligerents.

To William Duane, Monticello, November 13, 1810

South America

You ask me if any thing transpires here on the sub-
ject of S. America? Not a word. I know that there
are combustible materials there, and that they wait
the torch only. But this country [France] probably
will join the extinguishers.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, November 13, 1787

Behold! another example of man rising in his might
and bursting the chains of his oppressor, and in the
same hemisphere. Spanish America is all in revolt.
The insurgents are triumphant in many of the
States, and will be so in all. But there the danger is
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that the cruel arts of their oppressors have enchained
their minds, have kept them in the ignorance of chil-
dren, and as incapable of self-government as chil-
dren. If the obstacles of bigotry and priest-craft can
be surmounted, we may hope that common-sense will
suffice to do everything else. God send them a safe de-
liverance.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Monticello, April 13, 1811 [1816?]

I fear too that the Spaniards [i.e., South Americans]
are too heavily oppressed by ignorance & superstition
for self-government, and whether a change from for-
eign to domestic despotism will be to their advantage
remains to be seen.

To Samuel Brown, Monticello, July 14, 1813

That they will throw off their European dependence
I have no doubt; but in what kind of government
their revolution will end is not so certain. History,
I believe furnishes no example of a priest-ridden
people maintaining a free civil government. . . . I
fear [that South America] must end in military
despotisms. The different casts of their inhabitants,
their mutual hatreds and jealousies, their profound
ignorance & bigotry, will be played off by cunning
leaders, and each be made the instrument of enslav-
ing the others. . . . But in whatever governments
they end, they will be American governments, no
longer to be involved in the never-ceasing broils of
Europe.

To Alexander von Humboldt, December 6, 1813
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What a Colossus shall we be when the Southern
continent comes up to our mark! What a stand will
it secure as an alliance for the reason & freedom of
the globe!

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

Spain

Our connections with the Spaniards and Portuguese
must become every day more & more interesting,
and I should think, the knowledge of their lan-
guage, manners, and situation, might eventually
and even probably become more useful to yourself &
country than that of any other place you will have
seen. The womb of time is big with events to take
place between us & them, and a little knowledge of
them will give you great advantages over those who
have none at all.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, July 13, 1788

Tennessee

I have no doubt that Tanissee is a good field for a
man of industry, integrity and talents: and it is a
good country to lay out advantageously the profits
of business.

To John Garland Jefferson, Monticello, December 17, 1796

The West

I find they have subscribed a very large sum of mon-
ey in England for exploring the country from the
Mississippi to California. They pretend it is only to
promote knowledge. I am afraid they have thoughts
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of colonizing into that quarter. Some of us have been
talking here in a feeble way of making the attempt to
search that country. But I doubt whether we have
enough of that kind of spirit to raise the money. How
would you like to lead such a party? Tho I am afraid
our prospect is not worth asking the question.

To George Rogers Clark, Annapolis, December 4, 1783

The Constitution
s

There is a general disposition through the states to
adopt what they shall propose, and we may be as-
sured their propositions will be wise, as a more able
assembly never sat in America. Happy for us, that
when we find our constitutions defective & insuffi-
cient to secure the happiness of our people, we can
assemble with all the coolness of philosophers & set
it to rights, while every other nation on earth must
have recourse to arms to amend or to restore their
constitutions.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, September 10, 1787

The constitution, to which we are all attached, was
meant to be republican, and we believe to be repub-
lican according to every candid interpretation. Yet
we have seen it so interpreted and administered, as
to be truly what the French have called, a monarchie
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masque.* Yet so long has the vessel run on in this
way and been trimmed to it, that to put her on her
republican tack as will require all the skill, the firm-
ness & the zeal of her ablest & best friends.

*a masked monarchy
To Robert R. Livingston, Washington, December 14, 1800

I join cordially in admiring and revering the Consti-
tution of the United States, the result of the collected
wisdom of our country. That wisdom has committed
to us the important task of proving by example that a
government, if organized in all its parts on the Rep-
resentative principle unadulterated by the infusion
of spurious elements, if founded, not in the fears &
follies of man, but on his reason, on his sense of
right, on the predominance of the social over his dis-
social passions, may be so free as to restrain him in
no moral right, and so firm as to protect him from
every moral wrong.

To Amos Marsh, Washington, November 20, 1801

[On releasing printers imprisoned under the Sedi-
tion Law of 1798] I have been actuated by a zealous
devotion to that instrument. It is the ligament which
binds us into one nation.

First Annual Message to Congress, December 8, 1801

When our present government was in the mew, pass-
ing from Confederation to Union, how bitter was the
schism between the Feds & Antis. Here you & I were
together again. For altho, for a moment separated by
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the Atlantic from the scene of action, I favored the
opinion that 9 states should confirm the constitution
in order to secure it, & the others hold off until cer-
tain amendments, deemed favorable to freedom
should be made, I rallied in the first instant to the
wiser proposition of Massachusetts, that all should
confirm, & then all instruct their delegates to urge
those amendments. The amendments were made,
and all were reconciled to the government.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 27, 1813

A constitution has been acquired which, tho neither
of us think perfect, yet both consider as competent
to render our fellow-citizens the happiest and the
securest on whom the sun has ever shone.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 28, 1813

The radical idea of the character of the constitution
of our government, which I have adopted as a key in
cases of doubtful construction is that the whole field
of government is divided into two departments, Do-
mestic and Foreign, (the states in their mutual rela-
tions being of the latter) that the former department
is reserved exclusively to the respective states within
their own limits, and the latter assigned to a sepa-
rate set of functionaries, constituting what may be
called the Foreign branch, which, instead of a federal
basis, is established as a distinct government quoad
hoc,* acting as the domestic branch does on the citi-
zens directly and coercively. That these departments
have distinct Directories, coordinate, and equally
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independent and supreme, each within its own sphere
of action. Whenever a doubt arises to which of these
branches a power belongs, I try it by this test. I recol-
lect no cases where a question simply between citizens
of the same state has been transferred to the foreign
department, except that of inhibiting tenders but of
metallic money, and ex post facto** legislation. The
causes of these singularities are well remembered.

*so far as
**having retroactive effect

To Edward Livingston, Monticello, April 4, 1824

With respect to our state and federal governments, I
do not think their relations correctly understood by
foreigners. They generally suppose the former sub-
ordinate to the latter. But this is not the case. They
are co-ordinate departments of one simple, and inte-
gral whole. To the State governments are reserved
all legislation and administration in affairs which
concern their own citizens only, and to the federal
government is given whatever concerns foreigners,
or the citizens of other states; these functions alone
being made federal. The one is the domestic, the
other the foreign branch of the same government;
neither having control over the other, but within its
own department. There are one or two exceptions
only to this partition of power. But, you may ask, if
the two departments should claim each the same
subject of power, where is the common umpire to
decide ultimately between them? In cases of little
importance or urgency, the prudence of both parties
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will keep them aloof from the questionable ground:
but if it can neither be avoided nor compromised, a
Convention of the states must be called, to ascribe
the doubtful power to that department which they
may think best. You will perceive by these details,
that we have not yet so far perfected our constitu-
tions as to venture to make them unchangeable. But
still, in their present state, we consider them not
otherwise changeable than by the authority of the
people, on a special election of representatives for
that purpose expressly: they are until then the lex
legum.*

*the law of laws
To John Cartwright, Monticello, June 5, 1824

Amendments to the Constitution

I am glad to hear that our new constitution is pretty
sure of being accepted by states enough to secure
the good it contains, & to meet such opposition in
some others as to give us hopes it will be accommo-
dated to them by the amendment of its most glaring
faults, particularly the want of a declaration of
rights.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, February, 2, 1788

We must be contented with the ground which this
constitution will gain for us, and hope that a favor-
able moment will come for correcting what is amiss
in it.

To the Comte de Moustier, Paris, May 17, 1788
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Implied Powers

[Satirically speaking] We are here engaged in im-
proving our constitution by construction, so as to
make it what the majority thinks it should have
been.

To Robert R. Livingston, Philadelphia, April 30, 1800

When an instrument admits two constructions, the
one safe, the other dangerous, the one precise, the
other indefinite, I prefer that which is safe & precise.
I had rather ask an enlargement of power from the
nation, where it is found necessary, than to assume it
by a construction which would make our powers
boundless.

To Wilson Cary Nicholas, Monticello, September 7, 1803

I hope our courts will never countenance the sweep-
ing pretensions which have been set up under the
words “general defense and public welfare.” These
words only express the motives which induced the
Convention to give to the ordinary legislature cer-
tain specified powers which they enumerate, and
which they thought might be trusted to the ordi-
nary legislature, and not to give them the unspeci-
fied also; or why any specification? They could not
be so awkward in language as to mean, as we say,
“all and some.” And should this construction pre-
vail, all limits to the federal government are done
away. This opinion, formed on the first rise of the
question, I have never seen reason to change, whether
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in or out of power; but on the contrary find it
strengthened and confirmed by five & twenty years
of additional reflection and experience: and any
countenance given to it by any regular organ of the
government, I should consider more ominous than
any thing which has yet occurred.

To Spencer Roane, Monticello, October 12, 1815

Infractions of the Constitution

Infractions of it may sometimes be committed from
inadvertence, sometimes from the panic or passions
of a moment. To correct these with good faith as
soon as discovered will be an assurance to the states
that, far from meaning to impair that sacred charter
of its authorities, the General government views it
as the principle of its own life.

First Annual Message to Congress, December 8, 1801

The utility of the thing has sanctioned the infrac-
tion. But if on that infraction we build a 2d, on that
2d a 3d, &c., any one of the powers in the constitu-
tion may be made to comprehend every power of
government.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, October 13, 1802

Original Intent of the Founders

The constitution on which our Union rests, shall be
administered by me according to the safe and honest
meaning contemplated by the plain understanding of
the people of the United States, at the time of its
adoption: a meaning to be found in the explanations
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of those who advocated, not of those who opposed
it, and who opposed it merely lest the constructions
should be applied which they denounced as possi-
ble. These explanations are preserved in the publi-
cations of the time, and are too recent in the memo-
ries of most men to admit of question.

To Messrs. Eddy, Russel, Thurber, Wheaton, and Smyth,
Washington, March 27, 1801

Some men look at Constitutions with sanctimonious
reverence; & deem them, like the ark of the covenant,
too sacred to be touched. They ascribe to the men of
the preceding age a wisdom more than human, and
suppose what they did to be beyond amendment. I
knew that age well: I belonged to it, and labored
with it. It deserved well of its country. It was very
like the present, but without the experience of the
present: and 40 years of experience in government
is worth a century of book-reading: and this they
would say themselves, were they to rise from the
dead. I am certainly not an advocate for frequent &
untried changes in laws and constitutions. I think
moderate imperfections had better be borne with;
because when once known, we accommodate our-
selves to them, and find practical means of correct-
ing their ill effects. But I know also that laws and in-
stitutions must go hand in hand with the progress of
the human mind. As that becomes more developed,
more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, new
truths disclosed, and manners and opinions change
with the change of circumstances, institutions must
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advance also, and keep pace with the times. We might
as well require a man to wear still the coat which fit-
ted him when a boy, as civilized society to remain ever
under the regimen of their barbarous ancestors.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

It may be impracticable to lay down any general for-
mula of words which shall decide at once, and with
precision in every case, this limit of jurisdiction. But
there are two Canons which will guide us safely in
most of the cases. 1. The capital and leading object
of the Constitution was to leave with the States all
authorities which respected their own citizens only,
and to transfer to the U.S. those which respected
citizens of foreign or other states: to make us several
as to ourselves, but one as to all others. In the latter
case then constructions should lean to the general
jurisdiction, if the words will bear it; and in favor of
the states in the former, if possible to be so con-
strued. And indeed, between citizen and citizen of
the same state, and under their own laws, I know
but a single case in which a jurisdiction is given to
the General Government. That is, where any thing
but gold or silver is made a lawful tender, or the
obligation of contracts is any otherwise impaired.
The separate legislatures had so often abused that
power, that the citizens themselves chose to trust it
to the general, rather than to their own special au-
thorities. 2. On every question of construction, carry
ourselves back to the time when the constitution
was adopted, recollect the spirit manifested in the
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debates, & instead of trying what meaning may be
squeezed out of the text, or invented against it, con-
form to the probable one in which it was passed.

. . . I ask for no straining of words against the
General Government, nor yet against the States. I
believe the States can best govern our home con-
cerns, and the general government our foreign ones.
I wish, therefore, to see maintained that wholesome
distribution of powers established by the consti-
tution for the limitation of both; and never to see all
offices transferred to Washington, where, further
withdrawn from the eyes of the people they may
more secretly be bought and sold as at market.

To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823

Written Constitutions

It is still certain that tho’ written constitutions may
be violated in moments of passion or delusion, yet
they furnish a text to which those who are watchful
may again rally & recall the people; they fix too for
the people the principles of their political creed.

To Joseph Priestley, Washington, June 19, 1802

Our peculiar security is in possession of a written
constitution. Let us not make it a blank paper by
construction.

To Wilson Cary Nicholas, Monticello, September 7, 1803
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Death
s

When you and I look back on the country over
which we have passed, what a field of slaughter does
it exhibit! Where are all the friends who entered it
with us, under all the inspiring energies of health
and hope? As if pursued by the havoc of war, they
are strewed by the way, some earlier, some later, and
scarce a few stragglers remain to count the numbers
fallen, and to mark yet, by their own fall, the last
footsteps of their party. Is it a desirable thing to bear
up thro’ the heat of the action, to witness the death
of all our companions, and merely be the last victim?
I doubt it. We have however the traveller’s consola-
tion. Every step shortens the distance we have to go;
the end of our journey is in sight, the bed wherein
we are to rest, and to rise in the midst of the friends
we have lost. “We sorrow not then at others who
have no hope”; but look forward to the day which
“joins us to the great majority.” But whatever is to be
our destiny, wisdom, as well as duty, dictates that we
should acquiesce in the will of him whose it is to give
and to take away, and be contented in the enjoyment
of those who are still permitted to be with us. Of
those connected by blood the number does not de-
pend on us. But friends we have, if we have merited
them. Those of our earliest years stand nearest in
our affections, but in this too you and I have been



unlucky. Our college friends (and they are the dear-
est) how few have stood with us.

To John Page, Washington, June 25, 1804

There is a fullness of time when men should go, &
not occupy too long the ground to which others
have a right to advance.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, August 17, 1811

Time is drawing her curtain on me.
To James Maury, Monticello, June 15, 1815

I shall pass willingly to that eternal sleep which,
whether with, or without, dreams, awaits us hereafter.

To William Short, Monticello, May 5, 1816

There is a ripeness of time for death, regarding oth-
ers as well as ourselves, when it is reasonable we
should drop off, and make room for another growth.
When we have lived our generation out, we should
not wish to encroach on another.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

[Responding to Abigail Adams’s wish to visit Jeffer-
son at Monticello, if only she were twenty years
younger.] But those 20 years, alas! where are they?
With those beyond the flood. Our next meeting
must then be in the country to which they have
flown, a country, for us, not now very distant. For
this journey we shall need neither gold nor silver in
our purse, nor scrip, nor coats, nor staves.* Nor is
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the provision for it more easy than the preparation
has been kind. Nothing proves more than this that
the being who presides over the world is essentially
benevolent, stealing from us, one by one, the facul-
ties of enjoyment, searing our sensibilities, leading
us, like the horse in his mill, round and round the
same beaten circle. . . .

Until satiated and fatigued with this leaden it-
eration, we ask our own Congé.** I heard once a
very old friend, who had troubled himself with nei-
ther poets nor philosophers, say the same thing in
plain prose, that he was tired of pulling off his shoes
& stockings at night, and putting them on again in
the morning. The wish to stay here is thus gradually
extinguished: but not so easily that of returning
once in a while to see how things have gone on. Per-
haps however one of the elements of future felicity is
to be a constant and unimpassioned view of what is
passing here. If so, this may well supply the wish of
occasional visits.

*walking sticks
**discharge; leave; furlough

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1817

We have so lived as to fear neither horn of the
dilemma. We have, willingly, done injury to no
man; and have done for our country the good which
has fallen in our way, so far as commensurate with
the faculties given us. That we have not done more
than we could cannot be imputed to us as a crime
before any tribunal. I look therefore to that crisis, as
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I am sure you also do, as one “qui summum nec me-
tuit diem nec optat.”* In the mean time be our last
as cordial as were our first affections.

*who neither fears the final day nor hopes for it
To John Adams, Monticello, March 14, 1820

Mine is the next turn, and I shall meet it with good
will, for after one’s friends are all gone before them,
and our faculties leaving us, too, one by one, why
wish to linger in mere vegetation—as a solitary
trunk in a desolate field, from which all its former
companions have disappeared?

To Maria Cosway, Monticello, December 27, 1820

Your age of 84 and mine of 81 years ensure us a
speedy meeting. We may then communicate at
leisure, and more fully, on the good and evil which,
in the course of our long lives, we have both wit-
nessed.

To John Cartwright, Monticello, June 5, 1824

Death of Daughter Polly

Others may lose of their abundance, but I, of my
want, have lost even the half of all I had. My eve-
ning prospects now hang on the slender thread of a
single life [his remaining daughter, Patsy].

To John Page, Washington, June 25, 1804
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Dreams, Imagination, and Memories
s

Dreams

Do we dream more in age than in infancy? I suspect
not. Dreams seem to be the consequence of some
embarrassment in the animal system. A supper, or
the undigested dregs of a dinner interrupt our sleep
with dreams. But when all the functions of life are
perfectly performed, sound sleep seems to be the
consequence in every age.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, September 12, 1799

My theory has always been that if we are to dream,
the flatteries of hope are as cheap, and pleasanter
than the gloom of despair.

To François de Marbois, Monticello, June 14, 1817

Mine, after all, may be an Utopian dream; but being
innocent, I have thought I might indulge in it till I
go to the land of dreams, and sleep there with the
dreamers of all past and future times.

To José Correa da Serra, Poplar Forest, November 25, 1817

The Future

I like the dreams of the future better than the history
of the past. So good night! I will dream on.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816



Hope

Hope is sweeter than despair.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

I had rather be deceived, than live without hope. It
is so sweet! It makes us ride so smoothly over the
roughnesses of life. When clambering a mountain,
we always hope the hill we are on is the last. But it
is the next, and the next, and still the next.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, December 24, 1786

I love to believe whatever I ardently wish.
To Alexander Donald, Monticello, May 30, 1795

Hope is so much more charming than disappoint-
ment and forebodings.

To Catherine Church, no date [1798]

Imagination

I am never happier than when I commit myself into
dialogue with you, though it be but in imagination.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 29, 1786

Give my love to Mrs. Church & Mrs. Cosway. Tell
them they will travel with me up the Rhine, one on
each hand, & for this I shall be indebted, not to any
goodness of theirs, but to my own imagination.

To John Trumbull, Amsterdam, March 27, 1788

We talk of you, we think of you, and try to enjoy
your company by the force of imagination: and were
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the force of that sufficient, you would be with me
every day.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, July 27, 1788

I remember that when under the hands of your Coëf-
feuse,* you used to amuse yourself with your pencil.
Take then, some of these days, when fancy bites and
the Coëffeuse is busy, a little visiting card, and cray-
on on it something for me. What shall it be? Cupid
leading the lion by a thread? or Minerva clipping his
wings? Or shall it be political? The father, for in-
stance, giving the bunch of rods to his children to
break, or Jupiter sending to the frogs a kite instead of
the log for their king? Or shall it be something better
than all this, a sketch of your own fancy? So that I
have something from your hand, it will satisfy me;
and it will be the better if of your own imagination. I
will put a “Maria Cosway delint.” at bottom, and
stamp it on my visiting cards, that our names may be
together if our persons cannot.

*hairdresser
To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 27, 1788

Memory (Good Thoughts)

My principal happiness is now in the retrospect of
life.

To John Page, Paris, August 20, 1785

Heaven has submitted our being to some unkind
laws. When those charming moments were present
which I passed with you, they were clouded with the
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prospect that I was soon to lose you: and now, when I
pass the same moments in review, I recollect nothing
but the agreeable passages, and they fill me with re-
gret. Thus, present joys are dumped by a conscious-
ness that they are passing from us; and past ones are
only the subjects of sorrow and regret.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 29, 1786

I remember old things better than new.
To Dabney Carr, Monticello, January 19, 1816

Reminiscing

The happy hours and days I have passed in your
company are recollected with infinite sensibility. To
talk them once again, would be to renew them.

To Elizabeth Blair Thompson, Paris, January 19, 1787

Duty, Honor, and Citizenship
s

Duty

I thought myself conscientiously called from those
studies which were my delight by the political crisis
of my country & by those events quorum pars
magna fuisti.* In storms like those all hands must be
aloft. But calm is now restored, & I leave the bark
with joy to those who love the sea. I am but a lands-
man, forced from my element by accident, regaining
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it with transport, and wishing to recollect nothing
of what I have seen, but my friendships.

*in which I was a major participant
To Horatio Gates, Monticello, February 3, 1794

It is to the partial & indulgent views of yourself and
others of my fellow-citizens that I am indebted for
such acknowledgements as you express, and not to
any real service which would not have been ren-
dered by others, had I not been employed. In tak-
ing my tour of duty, I have only done my duty; &
acquired no merit.

To Ferdinando Fairfax, Monticello, April 25, 1794

There is a debt of service due from every man to his
country, proportioned to the bounties which nature
& fortune have measured to him.

To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

I never was more home-sick, or heart-sick. The life
of this place is peculiarly hateful to me, and nothing
but a sense of duty & respect to the public could
keep me here a moment.

To John Wayles Eppes, Philadelphia, May 6, 1798

Some men are born for the public. Nature, by fitting
them for the service of the human race on a broad
scale, has stamped them with the evidences of her
destination & their duty.

To James Monroe, Washington, January 13, 1803
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I have been connected, as many fellow laborers
were, with the great events which happened to
mark the epoch of our lives. But these belong to no
one in particular, all of us did our parts, & no one
can claim the transactions to himself.

To Skelton Jones, Monticello, 
July 28, 1809

The first of all our consolations is that of having
faithfully fulfilled our duties; the next, the approba-
tion & good will of those who have witnessed it.

To James Fishback, Monticello, 
September 27, 1809

We have been thrown into times of a peculiar char-
acter, and to work our way through them has re-
quired services & sacrifices from our countrymen
generally, and, to their great honor, these have been
generally exhibited, by every one in his sphere, &
according to the opportunities afforded. With them
I have been a fellow laborer, endeavoring to do
faithfully the part allotted to me, as they did theirs;
& it is a subject of mutual congratulation that, in a
state of things, such as the world had never before
seen, we have gotten on so far well: and my confi-
dence in our present high functionaries, as well as in
my countrymen generally leaves me without much
fear for the future.

To James Fishback, Monticello, 
September 27, 1809
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Honor

I know his* justice and honor so well that whatever
he has demanded is right, & I would wish it to be
paid of the first money possible.

*speaking of Doctor Walker
To Nicholas Lewis, Paris, July 11, 1788

Honor is a plant of such slow growth that where
once it has been killed to the root new seeds must be
sown & time allowed for their development. They
will thrive too the worse as their bed is tainted.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, May 29, 1797 
[line crossed out by Jefferson]

Naturalization

I cannot omit recommending a revisal of the laws on
the subject of naturalization. . . . Shall we refuse to
the unhappy fugitives from distress, that hospitality
which the savages of the wilderness extended to our
fathers arriving in this land? Shall oppressed hu-
manity find no asylum on this globe?

First Annual Message to Congress, December 8, 1801

Patriotism

However separated from my own country by space,
all my affections and wishes are centered there.

To Henry Skipwith, Paris, May 6, 1786

I love my own country too much to stay from it long.
To Elizabeth Blair Thompson, Paris, January 19, 1787
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That my country should be served is the first wish
of my heart.

To the Mayor, Recorder, and Aldermen of Norfolk,
November 25, 1789

The man who loves his country on its own account,
and not merely for its trappings of interest or power,
can never be divorced from it; can never refuse to
come forward when he finds that she is engaged in
dangers which he has the means of warding off.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, June 21, 1797

The first object of my heart is my own country. In
that is embarked my family, my fortune, & my own
existence. I have not one farthing of interest, nor
one fibre of attachment out of it, nor a single
motive of preference of any one nation to another,
but in proportion as they are more or less friendly
to us.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, January 26, 1799

My affections were first for my own country, and
then generally for all mankind.

To Thomas Law, Monticello, January 15, 1811

Promises

My word however being engaged with you it shall
be religiously fulfilled.

To Alexander McCaul, Paris, July 12, 1788
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Public Approbation

Amidst the direct falsehoods, the misrepresenta-
tions of truth, the calumnies & the insults resorted
to by a faction to mislead the public mind, & to
overwhelm those entrusted with its interests, our
support is to be found in the approving voice of our
conscience and country, in the testimony of our fel-
low citizens that their confidence is not shaken by
these artifices. When to the plaudits of the honest
multitude, the sober approbation of the sage in his
closet is added, it becomes a gratification of an high-
er order. It is the sanction of wisdom superadded to
the voice of affection.

To John Tyler, Washington, June 28, 1804

This approbation of my fellow citizens is the richest
reward I can receive.

To Richard M. Johnson, Washington, March 10, 1808

The approbation of my political conduct by my re-
publican countrymen generally, is a pillow of sweet
repose to me, undisturbed by the noise of the ene-
mies to our form of government.

To William Lambert, Monticello, July 16, 1810

If I have left in the breasts of my fellow citizens a
sentiment of satisfaction with my conduct in the
transaction of their business, it will soften the pillow
of my repose thro’ the residue of life.

To John B. Colvin, Monticello, September 20, 1810
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I have ever found, in my progress thro’ life, that, act-
ing for the public, if we do always what is right, the
approbation denied in the beginning will surely fol-
low us in the end. It is from posterity we are to expect
remuneration for the sacrifices we are making for
their service, of time, quiet, and good will.

To Joseph C. Cabell, Monticello, January 11, 1825

Public Service

I may think public service & private misery insepa-
rably linked together.

To James Monroe, Monticello, May 20, 1782

Honesty, knowledge & industry are the qualities
which will lead you to the highest employments of
your country, & to its highest esteem, and with
these to that satisfaction which renders life pleasant,
& death secure.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, November 25, 1785

To the sacrifice of time, labor, fortune, a public ser-
vant must count upon adding that of peace of mind
and even reputation.

To James Currie, Paris, January 28, 1786

Laid up in port, for life, as I thought myself at one
time, I am thrown out to sea, and an unknown one
to me. By so slender a thread do all our plans of life
hang!

To Eliza House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786
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A thorough disgust at these [party squabbles and
reproaches] had withdrawn me from public life un-
der an absolute determination to avoid whatever
could disturb the tranquility of my mind. I have
been recalled however by the only voice which I had
not resolution to disregard. Whether their will or
my own will first carry me back to the calm from
which I have been extracted, is not yet very certain.
A mutual consent is perhaps the most probable.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Philadelphia, May 24, 1797

I have seen enough of political honors to know that
they are but splendid torments: and however one
might be disposed to render services on which any
of their fellow citizens should set a value; yet when
as many would deprecate them as a public calamity,
one may well entertain a modest doubt of their real
importance, and feel the impulse of duty to be very
weak. The real difficulty is that being once deliv-
ered into the hands of others, whose feelings are
friendly to the individual and warm to the public
cause, how to withdraw from them without having a
dissatisfaction in their mind and an impression of
pusillanimity with the public.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, June 8, 1797

In the stormy ocean of public life the billows are more
furious, the blasts more deadly, than those which as-
sail the bark moored in a retired port, the world
judges differently, and misjudges as is frequent.

Carlo Bellini, Monticello, April 24, 1799
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If the good withhold their testimony, we shall be at
the mercy of the bad.

To Benjamin Smith Barton, Washington, 
February 14, 1801

It will be for ever seen that of bodies of men even
elected by the people, there will always be a greater
proportion aristocratic than among their constituents.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Washington, February 18, 1803

I will not say that public life is the line for making a
fortune. But it furnishes a decent and honorable sup-
port, and places one’s children on good grounds for
public favor. The family of a beloved father will
stand with the public on the most favorable ground
of competition. Had Genl. Washington left children,
what would have been denied to them?

To William Wirt, Washington, January 10, 1808

Nature intended me for the tranquil pursuits of sci-
ence, by rendering them my supreme delight. But
the enormities of the times in which I have lived,
have forced me to take a part in resisting them, and
to commit myself on the boisterous ocean of political
passions.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Washington, March 2, 1809

Reputation

I had rather be ruined in my fortune than in their
[Congress’s] esteem.

To James Monroe, Paris, June 17, 1785
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A determination never to do what is wrong, pru-
dence, and good humor, will go far towards securing
to you the estimation of the world.

To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington, 
November 24, 1808

The good opinion of mankind, like the lever of
Archimedes, with the given fulcrum, moves the
world.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, 
December 27, 1814

Responsibility

Responsibility weighs with its heaviest force on a
single head.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Sacrifice

To save permanent rights, temporary sacrifices were
necessary.

To William Eustis, Washington, January 14, 1809

Statesmanship

The man who is dishonest as a statesman would be
a dishonest man in any station.

To George Logan, Monticello, November 12, 1816

Statues

A statue is not made, like a mountain, to be seen at a
great distance. To perceive those minuter circum-
stances which constitute its beauty you must be near
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it, and, in that case, it should be so little above the
size of the life, as to appear actually of that size from
your point of view.

To the Virginia delegates in Congress, Paris, July 12, 1785

The Economy
s

There is no man who has not some vice or folly the
atoning of which would not pay his taxes.

To James Madison, Annapolis, May 8, 1784

It is a truth that if every nation will employ itself in
what it is fittest to produce, a greater quantity will
be raised of the things contributing to human happi-
ness, than if every nation attempts to raise every-
thing it wants within itself.

To Charles Philbert Lasteryrie-du Saillant, Washington,
July 15, 1808

Bargains

You can combine quality & price, as, like the rest of
the world, I like to have good things at a small price.

To John Trumbull, Paris, November 13, 1787

Commerce

It should be our endeavor to cultivate the peace and
friendship of every nation. . . . Our interest will be
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to throw open the doors of commerce, and to knock
off all its shackles, giving perfect freedom to all per-
sons for the vent of whatever they may choose to
bring into our ports, and asking the same in theirs.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

All the world would gain by setting commerce at
perfect liberty.

To John Adams, Paris, July 31, 1785

Nature too has conveniently assorted our wants &
our superfluities to each other. Each nation has ex-
actly to spare the articles which the other wants. . . .
The governments have nothing to do but not to hin-
der their merchants from making the exchange.

To the Comte de Montmorin, Paris, July 23, 1787

I am sensible of the great interest which your state
justly feels in the prosperity of commerce. It is of vi-
tal interest also to the states more agricultural,
whose produce, without commerce, could not be ex-
changed. As the handmaid of agriculture therefore,
Commerce will be cherished by me both from prin-
ciple & duty.

To the General Assembly of Rhode Island, Washington,
May 26, 1801

I trust the good sense of our country will see that its
greatest prosperity depends on a due balance be-
tween agriculture, manufactures & commerce.

To Thomas Leiper, Washington, January 21, 1809
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An equilibrium of agriculture, manufactures & com-
merce is certainly become essential to our indepen-
dence. Manufactures sufficient for our own consump-
tion of what we raise the raw material (and no more).
Commerce sufficient to carry the surplus produce of
agriculture, beyond our own consumption, to a mar-
ket for exchanging it for articles we cannot raise (and
no more). These are the true limits of manufactures
& commerce. To go beyond them is to increase our
dependence on foreign nations, and our liability to
war. These three important branches of human in-
dustry will then grow together, & be really hand-
maids to each other.

To Governor James Jay, Monticello, April 7, 1809

The selfish spirit of commerce . . . knows no country,
and feels no passion or principle but that of gain.

To Larkin Smith, Monticello, April 15, 1809

Money, & not morality, is the principle of commerce
& commercial nations.

To Governor John Langdon, Monticello, March 5, 1810

Employment

Never fear the want of business. A man who quali-
fies himself well for his calling never fails of employ-
ment in it.

To Peter Carr, Philadelphia, June 22, 1792

Internal Improvements

The fondest wish of my heart ever was that the sur-
plus portion of these taxes, destined for the payment
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of that debt, should, when that object was accom-
plished, be continued, by annual or biennial re-
enactments, and applied, in time of peace, to the im-
provement of our country by canals, roads and useful
institutions, literary or others; and, in time of war, to
the maintenance of the war.

To John Wayles Eppes, Poplar Forest, September 11, 1813

Manufactures

In general it is impossible that manufactures should
succeed in America from the high price of labor.
This is occasioned by the great demand of labor for
agriculture.

To Thomas Digges, Paris, June 19, 1788

My idea is that we should encourage home manu-
factures to the extent of our own consumption of
everything of which we raise the raw material.

To David Humphreys, Washington, January 20, 1809

I have not formerly been an advocate for great manu-
factories. I doubted whether our labor, employed in
agriculture, and aided by the spontaneous energies of
the earth, would not procure us more than we could
make ourselves, of other necessaries. But other con-
siderations entering into the question, have settled my
doubts.

To John Melish, Monticello, January 13, 1813

We must place the manufacturer by the side of the
agriculturist. . . . Experience has taught me that
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manufactures are now as necessary to our indepen-
dence as to our comfort.

To Benjamin Austin, Monticello, January 9, 1816

Money

The want of money cramps every effort.
To George Washington, Richmond, June 11, 1780

Pillars of American Prosperity

Agriculture, manufactures, commerce, and naviga-
tion, the four pillars of our prosperity, are the most
thriving when left most free to Individual enterprise.

First Annual Message to Congress, December 8, 1801

The Private Market

Having always observed that public works are much
less advantageously managed than the same are by
private hands, I have thought it better for the public
to go to market for whatever it wants which is to be
found there; for there competition brings it down to
the minimum of value. I have no doubt we can buy
brass cannon at market cheaper than we could make
iron ones.

To William W. Bibb, Monticello, July 28, 1808

Public Credit

Tho’ much an enemy to the system of borrowing,
yet I feel strongly the necessity of preserving the
power to borrow.

To the Commissioners of the Treasury, Paris, 
February 7, 1788
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It was easier to discover, than to remove, the causes
which obstructed the progress of the loan.

To John Jay, Amsterdam, March 16, 1788

Tho’ I am an enemy to the using our credit but un-
der absolute necessity, yet the possessing a good
credit I consider as indispensable.

To James Madison, Paris, May 3, 1788

The existence of a nation, having no credit, is al-
ways precarious.

To James Madison, Paris, May 3, 1788

Public Debt

I am for a government rigorously frugal & simple,
applying all the possible savings of the public rev-
enue to the discharge of the national debt.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, January 26, 1799

I, however, place economy among the first and most
important of republican virtues, and public debt as
the greatest of the dangers to be feared.

To William Plumer, Monticello, July 21, 1816

The multiplication of public offices, increase of ex-
pense beyond income, growth and entailment of a
public debt, are indications soliciting the employ-
ment of the pruning-knife.

To Spencer Roane, Monticello, March 9, 1821
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Education and Knowledge
s

Academic Freedom

[Universities are] based on the illimitable freedom
of the human mind. For here we are not afraid to
follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate
any error so long as reason is left free to combat it.

To William Roscoe, Monticello, December 27, 1820

Commonplace Books

I had, at an early period of life, read a good deal . . .
& commonplaced what I read. This common-place
has been my pillar.

To George Wythe, Philadelphia, February 28, 1800

He [Montesquieu] had been a great reader, and had
commonplaced everything he read.

To William Duane, Monticello, August 12, 1810

Education

Experience hath shown, that even under the best
forms [of government], those entrusted with power
have, in time, and by slow operations, perverted it
into tyranny; and it is believed that the most effectu-
al means of preventing this would be, to illuminate,
as far as practicable, the minds of the people at
large, and more especially to give them knowledge of
those facts, which history exhibiteth, that possessed
thereby of the experience of other ages and countries,



they may be enabled to know ambition under all its
shapes, and prompt them to exert their natural pow-
ers to defeat its purposes.

A Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge, 
June 18, 1779

The bulk of mankind are school boys thro’ life.
Notes on Coinage, Annapolis, March–May 1784

By far the most important bill in our whole code is
that for the diffusion of knowledge among the peo-
ple. No other sure foundation can be devised for the
preservation of freedom, and happiness.

To George Wythe, Paris, August 13, 1786

Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance;
establish & improve the law for educating the com-
mon people. Let our countrymen know that the
people alone can protect us against these evils, and
that the tax which will be paid for this purpose is
not more than the thousandth part of what will be
paid to kings, priests, & nobles who will rise up
among us if we leave the people in ignorance.

To George Wythe, Paris, August 13, 1786

I hope the education of the common people will be
attended to; convinced that on their good sense we
may rely with the most security for the preservation
of a due degree of liberty.

To James Madison, Paris, December 20, 1787
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Whenever the people are well informed, they can be
trusted with their own government; that whenever
things get so far wrong as to attract their notice,
they may be relied on to set them to rights.

To Richard Price, Paris, January 8, 1789

Where are you, my dear Maria? How do you do?
How are you occupied? Write me a letter by the
first post, and answer me all these questions. Tell
me whether you see the sun rise every day? How
many pages a-day you read in Don Quixot? How
far you are advanced in him? Whether you repeat a
grammar lesson every day? What else you read?
How many hours a-day you sew? Whether you
have an opportunity of continuing your music?
Whether you know how to make a pudding yet, to
cut out a beefsteak, to sow spinach? or to set a hen?

To Mary Jefferson, New York, April 11, 1790

I join you therefore in branding as cowardly the
idea that the human mind is incapable of further ad-
vances.

To William Green Munford, June 18, 1799

The boys of the rising generation are to be the men
of the next, and the sole guardians of the principles
we deliver over to them.

To Samuel Knox, Monticello, February 12, 1810

A part of my occupation, & by no means the least
pleasing, is the direction of the studies of such
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young men as ask it. They place themselves in the
neighboring village, and have the use of my library
& counsel, & make a part of my society. In advising
the course of their reading, I endeavor to keep their
attention fixed on the main objects of all science, the
freedom & happiness of man.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Monticello, February 26, 1810

Our post-revolutionary youths are born under hap-
pier stars than you and I were. They acquire all
learning in their mothers’ womb, and bring it into
the world ready-made. The information of books is
no longer necessary; and all knowledge which is not
innate, is in contempt, or neglected at least. Every
folly must run its round, and so, I suppose, must
that of self-learning, & self-sufficiency; of rejecting
the knowledge, acquired in past ages, and starting
on the new ground of intuition. When sobered by
experience I hope our successors will turn their at-
tention to the advantages of education. I mean of ed-
ucation on the broad scale.

To John Adams, Monticello, July 5, 1814

Enlighten the people generally, and tyranny and op-
pressions of body & mind will vanish like evil spirits
at the dawn of day.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Poplar Forest, April 24, 1816

A system of general instruction, which shall reach
every description of our citizens, from the richest to
the poorest, as it was the earliest so will it be the
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latest of all the public concerns in which I shall per-
mit myself to take an interest.

To Joseph C. Cabell, January 14, 1818

If the condition of man is to be progressively ame-
liorated, as we fondly hope & believe, education is
to be the chief instrument in effecting it.

To Marc Antoine Jullien, Monticello, July 23, 1818

As well might it be urged that the wild and unculti-
vated tree, hitherto yielding sour and bitter fruit
only, can never be made to yield better; yet we know
that the grafting art implants a new tree on the sav-
age stock, producing what is most estimable both in
kind and degree. Education, in like manner, en-
grafts a new man on the native stock, and improves
what in his nature was vicious and perverse into
qualities of virtue and social worth.

Report of the Commissioners for the University of Virginia,
August 4, 1818

I accordingly prepared three bills for the Revisal,
proposing three distinct grades of education, reach-
ing all classes: 1. Elementary schools for all children
generally, rich and poor. 2. Colleges for a middle de-
gree of instruction, calculated for the common pur-
poses of life, and such as would be desirable for all
who are in easy circumstances. And 3. An ultimate
grade for teaching the sciences generally and in
their highest degree.

Autobiography, February 7, 1821
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Nobody can doubt my zeal for the general instruc-
tion of the people. Who first started that idea? I may
surely say myself.

To James Breckenridge, Monticello, February 15, 1821

That every man shall be made virtuous, by any pro-
cess whatever, is indeed no more to be expected, than
that every tree shall be made to bear fruit, and every
plant nourishment. The briar and bramble can never
become the vine and olive; but their asperities may be
softened by culture, and their properties improved to
usefulness in the order and economy of the world.

To Cornelius Camden Blatchly, Monticello, 
October 21, 1822

The article of discipline is the most difficult in
American education. Premature ideas of indepen-
dence, too little repressed by parents, beget a spirit
of insubordination, which is the great obstacle to
science with us, and a principal cause of its decay
since the revolution.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, November 2, 1822

The insubordination of our youth is now the great-
est obstacle to their education.

To George Ticknor, Monticello, July 16, 1823

Ignorance

Ignorance is preferable to error; and he is less re-
mote from the truth who believes nothing, than he
who believes what is wrong.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782
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Ignorance of the law is a plea in no country & in no
case.

To David Ramsay, Paris, August 8, 1787

Ignorance & bigotry, like other insanities, are inca-
pable of self-government.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, May 14, 1817

When I meet with a proposition beyond finite com-
prehension, I abandon it as I do a weight which hu-
man strength cannot lift: and I think ignorance, in
these cases, is truly the softest pillow on which I can
lay my head.

To John Adams, Monticello, March 14, 1820

Knowledge

Knowledge indeed is a desirable, a lovely possession.
To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, 
August 27, 1786

The republic of letters is unaffected by the wars of
geographical divisions of the earth.

To Robert Patterson, Monticello, 
September 11, 1811

Mathematics

Having to conduct my grandson through his course
of Mathematics, I have resumed that study with
great avidity. It was ever my favorite one. We have no
theories there, no uncertainties remain on the mind;
all is demonstration & satisfaction. I have forgotten
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much, and recover it with more difficulty than when
in the vigor of my mind, I originally acquired it.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, August 17, 1811

Opinion

Subject opinion to coercion: whom will you make
your inquisitor? Fallible men; men governed by bad
passions, by private as well as public reasons. And
why subject it to coercion? To produce uniformity.
But is uniformity of opinion desirable? No more
than of face and stature.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The same facts impress us differently. This is
enough to make me suspect an error in my process of
reasoning tho’ I am not able to detect it.

To John Adams, Paris, July 11, 1786

When a man whose life has been marked by its can-
dor, has given a latter opinion contrary to a former
one, it is probably the result of further inquiry, re-
flection & conviction.

To Peregrine Fitzhugh, Monticello, April 9, 1797

Even if we differ in principle more than I believe we
do, you & I know too well the texture of the human
mind, & the slipperiness of human reason, to con-
sider differences of opinion otherwise than differ-
ences of form or feature. Integrity of views more
than their soundness, is the basis of esteem.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, January 26, 1799
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Every difference of opinion is not a difference of
principle—error of opinion may be tolerated where
reason is left free to combat it.

First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1801

In every country where man is free to think & to
speak, differences of opinion will arise from differ-
ence of perception, & the imperfection of reason.
But these differences, when permitted, as in this
happy country, to purify themselves by free discus-
sion, are but as passing clouds overspreading our
land transiently, & leaving our horizon more bright
& serene.

To Benjamin Waring, Washington, March 23, 1801

Opinion, & the just maintenance of it, shall never be
a crime in my view; nor bring injury on the indi-
vidual.

To Samuel Adams, Washington, March 29, 1801

With the same honest views, the most honest men
often form different conclusions.

To Robert R. Livingston, Monticello, September 9, 1801

I see too many proofs of the imperfection of human
reason to entertain wonder or intolerance at any dif-
ference of opinion on any subject; and acquiesce in
that difference as easily as on a difference of feature
or form. Experience having long taught me the rea-
sonableness of mutual sacrifices of opinion among
those who are to act together for any common object,
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and the expediency of doing what good we can;
when we cannot do all we would wish.

To John Randolph, Washington, December 1, 1803

I tolerate with the utmost latitude the right of oth-
ers to differ from me in opinion without imputing to
them criminality.

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, September 11, 1804

I may sometimes differ in opinion from some of my
friends, from those whose views are as pure &
sound as my own. I censure none, but do homage to
every one’s right of opinion.

To William Duane, Monticello, March 28, 1811

Our opinions are not voluntary.
To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, March 6, 1813

Difference of opinion leads to inquiry, and inquiry
to truth; and that, I am sure, is the ultimate and sin-
cere object of us both. We both value too much the
freedom of opinion sanctioned by our constitution,
not to cherish its exercise even where in opposition
to ourselves.

To P. H. Wendover, Monticello, March 13, 1815

Opinion is power.
To John Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1816

The human mind will some day get back to the free-
dom it enjoyed 2000 years ago. This country, which
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has given to the world the example of physical liber-
ty, owes to it that of moral emancipation also. For, as
yet, it is but nominal with us. The inquisition of
public opinion overwhelms in practice the freedom
asserted by the laws in theory.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 22, 1821

As the Creator has made no two faces alike, so no
two minds, and probably no two creeds.

To Timothy Pickering, Monticello, February 27, 1821

These cares however are no longer mine. I resign
myself cheerfully to the managers of the ship, and
the more contentedly as I am near the end of my
voyage. I have learned to be less confident in the
conclusions of human reason, and give more credit
to the honesty of contrary opinions.

To Edward Livingston, Monticello, April 4, 1824

That form [i.e., the Declaration of Independence]
which we have substituted restores the free right to
the unbounded exercise of reason and freedom of
opinion.

To Roger C. Weightman, Monticello, June 24, 1826

Reason

Reason and persuasion are the only practicable in-
struments. To make way for these, free inquiry must
be indulged; and how can we wish others to indulge
it while we refuse it ourselves.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782
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Your own reason is the only oracle given you by
heaven, and you are answerable not for the right-
ness but uprightness of the decision.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

Reason, not rashness, is the only means of bringing
our fellow citizens to their true minds.

To Nicholas Lewis, Philadelphia, January 30, 1799

Truth & reason are eternal. They have prevailed. And
they will eternally prevail, however, in times & places,
they may be overborne for a while by violence mili-
tary, civil, or ecclesiastical.

To Samuel Knox, Monticello, February 12, 1810

Every man’s own reason must be his oracle.
To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, March 6, 1813

Man, once surrendering his reason, has no remain-
ing guard against absurdities the most monstrous,
and like a ship without rudder, is the sport of every
wind. With such persons, gullibility, which they call
faith, takes the helm from the hand of reason and
the mind becomes a wreck.

To James Smith, Monticello, December 8, 1822

Theories

The moment a person forms a theory, his imagina-
tion sees in every object only the tracts which favor
that theory.

To Charles Thomson, Paris, September 20, 1787
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In my mind, theories are more easily demolished
than rebuilt.

To the Rev. James Madison, Paris, July 19, 1788

[M. de Saussure] is certainly one of the best
philosophers of the present age. Cautious in not
letting his assent run before his evidence, he pos-
sesses the wisdom which so few possess of prefer-
ring ignorance to error. The contrary disposition
in those who call themselves philosophers in this
country classes them in fact with the writers of ro-
mance.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, September 9, 1788

All theory must yield to experience.
To James Maury, Monticello, June 16, 1815

Experience & frequent disappointment have taught
me not to be over-confident in theories or calcula-
tions, until actual trial of the whole combination
has stamped it with approbation.

To George Fleming, Monticello, December 29, 1815

Understanding

The more a subject is understood, the more briefly
it may be explained.

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

Universities

A university should not be a house but a village.
To Littleton Waller Tazewell, Washington, January 5, 1805
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I look to it as a germ from which a great tree may
spread itself.

To Charles Yancey, Monticello, January 6, 1816

Wisdom

Wisdom, I know, is social. She seeks her fellows.
But Beauty is jealous, and illy bears the presence of
a rival.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, September 25, 1785

Wisdom and virtue were not hereditary.
To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823
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Family
s

A lively and lasting sense of filial duty is more effec-
tively impressed on the mind of a son or daughter
by reading King Lear, than by all the dry volumes
of ethics, and divinity that ever were written.

To Robert Skipwith, Monticello, August 3, 1771

You are going to be happy, whether you have some-
thing to do or nothing. You have a wife who will
make you happy in spite of your teeth, even were
you disposed to run restive against your own felici-
ty. You will be having children too. Every day which
will be making you happier & happier every day.
Your sun of joy is climbing towards its zenith,
whilst mine is descending from it.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, December 31, 1787

I sincerely take part with you in your domestic felic-
ity. There is no other in this world worth living for.
The loss of it alone can make us know its full worth.

To James Monroe, Paris, August 9, 1788

Dear Brother: The very short period of my life
which I have passed unconnected with public busi-
ness suffices to convince me it is the happiest of all
situations, and that no society is so precious as that
of one’s own family.

To Randolph Jefferson, Paris, January 11, 1789



The happiest moments of my life have been the
few which I have past at home in the bosom of my
family.

To Francis Willis, Jr., New York, April 18, 1790

I am now in a tranquil situation which is my de-
light, with all my family living with me, and form-
ing a delicious society.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Monticello, 
September 8, 1795

When I look to the ineffable pleasures of my family
society, I become more and more disgusted with the
jealousies, the hatred, and the rancorous and malig-
nant passions of this scene, and lament my having
ever again been drawn into public view. Tranquility
is not my object.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
June 8, 1797

[On hearing about the engagement of his daughter
Mary] This event in completing the circle of our
family has composed for us such a group of good
sense, good humor, liberality, and prudent care of
our affairs, & that without a single member of a con-
trary character, as families are rarely blessed with. It
promises us long years of domestic concord & love,
the best ingredient in human happiness, and I deem
the composition of my family the most precious of
all the kindnesses of fortune.

To Mary Jefferson, Philadelphia, June 14, 1797
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Without an object here which is not alien to me, &
barren of every delight, I turn to your situation with
pleasure, in the midst of a good family which loves
you, & merits all your love. Go on, my dear, in culti-
vating the invaluable possession of their affections.
The circle of our nearest connections is the only one
in which a faithful and lasting affection can be
found, one which will adhere to us under all changes
& chances. It is therefore the only soil on which it is
worth while to bestow much culture. Of this truth
you will become more convinced every day you ad-
vance into life.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, 
January 1, 1799

I know no happiness but when we are all together.
To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, 
February 12, 1800

I have here company enough, part of which is very
friendly, part well enough disposed, part secretly
hostile, and a constant succession of strangers. But
this only serves to get rid of life, not to enjoy it; it is
in the love of one’s family only that heartfelt happi-
ness is known. I feel it when we are all together,
and, when alone, beyond what can be imagined.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Washington, October 26, 1801

I am held by the cords of love to my family & country.
To Alexander von Humboldt, Washington, 
March 6, 1809
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The happiness of the domestic fireside is the first
boon of heaven; and it is well it is so, since it is that
which is the lot of the mass of mankind.

To John Armstrong, Monticello, February 8, 1813

Children

Three sons, & hopeful ones too, are a rich treasure.
To John Tyler, Washington, June 28, 1804

A Child’s Illness

Doctors always flatter, and parents always fear. It
remains to see which is right.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, April 14, 1793

I am sorry to hear of Jefferson’s* indisposition, but
glad you do not physic him. This leaves nature free
and unembarrassed in her own tendencies to repair
what is wrong. I hope to hear or find that he is re-
covered.

*Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Jefferson’s 
grandson

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, May 31, 1798

Fatherhood

To be a good husband and a good father at this mo-
ment you must be also a good citizen.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, June 21, 1797

Grandfathers

I receive with real pleasure your congratulations on
my advancement to the venerable corps of grandfa-
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thers, and can assure you with truth that I expect
from it more felicity than any other advancement
ever gave me.

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Philadelphia, 
May 15, 1791

Grandson

We are all well here. Jefferson particularly so. He is
become the finest boy possible. Always in good hu-
mor, always amusing himself, and very orderly.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, 
January 25, 1796

Home

And our own dear Monticello, where has Nature
spread so rich a mantle under the eye? mountains,
forests, rocks, rivers. With what majesty do we
there ride above the storms! How sublime to look
down into the workhouse of nature, to see her
clouds, hail, snow, rain, thunder, all fabricated at
our feet! And the glorious Sun, when rising as if out
of a distant water, just gilding the tops of the moun-
tains, and giving life to all nature!

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

I cannot fix the epoch of my return, tho I always
flatter myself it is not very distant. My habits are
formed to those of my own country. I am past the
time of changing them & am therefore less happy
anywhere else than there.

To James Currie, Paris, August 4, 1787
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I had rather be shut up in a very modest cottage,
with my books, my family, and a few old friends, din-
ing on simple bacon, and letting the world roll on as
it liked, than to occupy the most splendid post which
any human power can give.

To Alexander Donald, Paris, February 7, 1788

I had rather be sick in bed there [at home], than in
health here.

To George Gilmer, Philadelphia, May 11, 1792

I, like other people, am so much the dupe of the fond-
ness for the natle solum* as to believe seriously there
is no quarter of the globe so desirable as America, no
state in America so desirable as Virginia, no county
in Virginia equal to Albemarle, and no spot in Albe-
marle to compare to Monticello.

*native soil
To Alexander Donald, Monticello, May 30, 1795

My farm, my family, my books & my building give
me much more pleasure than any public office would,
and especially one which would keep me constantly
from them.

To the Comte de Volney, Monticello, January 8, 1797

I envy those who stay at home, enjoying the society
of their friendly neighbors, blessed with their fire-
sides, and employed in doing something every day
which looks usefully to futurity.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
December 27, 1797
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Marriage

[A Prayer for the Newly Married] May your nights
and days be many and full of joy! May their fruit be
such as to make you feel the sweet union of parent
and lover, but not so many as that you may feel their
weight! May they be handsome and good as their
mother, wise and honest as their father, but more
milky!

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, July 9, 1786

Your new condition will call for abundance of little
sacrifices. But they will be greatly overpaid by the
measure of affection they secure to you. The happi-
ness of your life now depends on the continuing to
please a single person. To this all other objects must
be secondary.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, New York, April 4, 1790

Your two last letters are those which have given me
the greatest pleasure of any I ever received from you.
The one announced that you were become a notable
housewife; the other, a mother. The last is undoubt-
edly the key-stone of the arch of matrimonial happi-
ness, as the first is its daily aliment.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
February 9, 1791

Harmony in the married state is the very first object
to be aimed at. Nothing can preserve affections un-
interrupted but a firm resolution never to differ in
will, and a determination in each to consider the
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love of the other as of more value than any object
whatever on which a wish has been fixed. How light
in fact is the sacrifice of any other wish, when
weighed against the affections of one with whom we
are to pass our whole life. And though opposition in
a single instance will hardly of itself produce alien-
ation; yet every one has their pouch into which all
these little oppositions are put: while that is filling,
the alienation is insensibly going on, & when filled,
it is complete. It would puzzle either to say why; be-
cause no one difference of opinion has been marked
enough to produce a serious effect by itself. But he
finds his affections wearied out by a constant stream
of little checks & obstacles. Other sources of discon-
tent, very common indeed, are the little cross pur-
poses of husband & wife in common conversation, a
disposition in either to criticize & question whatever
the other says, a desire always to demonstrate &
make him feel himself in the wrong, & especially in
company. Nothing is so goading. Much better
therefore, if our companion views a thing in a light
different from what we do, to leave him in quiet
possession of his view. What is the use of rectifying
him if the thing be unimportant; & if important let
it pass for the present, & wait a softer moment, and
more conciliatory occasion of revising the subject to-
gether. It is wonderful how many persons are ren-
dered unhappy by inattention to these little rules of
prudence.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, January 7, 1798

104 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



Parenting

Is it [parental love] not the strongest affection
known? Is it not greater than even that of self-
preservation?

A Bill for Proportioning Crime and Punishment, 
November 1778

The post which a parent may take most advanta-
geous for his child is that of his bosom friend.

To John Banister, Sr., Paris, February 7, 1787

My expectations from you are high; yet not higher
than you may attain. Industry and resolution are all
that are wanting. No body in this world can make
me so happy, or so miserable as you.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

The object most interesting to me for the residue of
my life, will be to see you both developing daily
those principles of virtue and goodness which will
make you valuable to others and happy in your-
selves, and acquiring those talents and that degree
of science which will guard you at all times against
ennui, the most dangerous poison of life.

To Martha Jefferson, Canal of Languedoc, May 21, 1787

Nature knows no laws between parent and child,
but the will of the parent.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Monticello, 
October 22, 1790
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Reuniting

I received . . . [a letter] from Mr. Eppes announcing
to me that my dear Polly will come to us the ensuing
summer. Tho’ I am distressed when I think of this
voyage, yet I know it is necessary for her happiness.
She is better with you, my dear Madam, than she
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could be any where else in this world, except with
those whom nature has allied still more closely to
her. It would be unfortunate thro’ life both to her
and us, were those affections to be loosened which
ought to bind us together, and which should be the
principal source of our future happiness. Yet this
would be too probably the effect of absence at her
age. This is the only circumstance which has in-
duced me to press her joining us.

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Paris, December 14, 1786

Sisterly Advice

I have received letters which inform me that our dear
Polly will certainly come to us this summer. By the
time I return it will be time to expect her. When she
arrives, she will become a precious charge on your
hands. The difference of your age, and your common
loss of a mother, will put that office on you. Teach her
above all things to be good: because without that we
can neither be valued by others, nor set any value on
ourselves. Teach her to be always true. No vice is so
mean as the want of truth, & at the same time so use-
less. Teach her never to be angry. Anger only serves to
torment ourselves, to divert others, and alienate their
esteem. And teach her industry & application to useful
pursuits. I will venture to assure you that if you incul-
cate this in her mind you will make her a happy being
in herself, a most inestimable friend to you, and pre-
cious to all the world. In teaching her these disposi-
tions of mind, you will be more fixed in them yourself,
and render yourself dear to all your acquaintances.
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Practice them then, my dear, without ceasing. If ever
you find yourself in difficulty and doubt how to extri-
cate yourself, do what is right, & you will find it the
easiest way of getting out of the difficulty. Do it for
the additional incitement of increasing the happiness
of him who loves you infinitely.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Food and Drink
s

In the pleasures of the table they [i.e., the French]
are far before us, because with good taste they unite
temperance. They do not terminate the most socia-
ble meals by transforming themselves into brutes. I
have never yet seen a man drunk in France, even
among the lowest of the people.

To Charles Bellini, Paris, September 30, 1785

I have lived temperately, eating little animal food, &
that, not as an aliment so much as a condiment for
the vegetables, which constitute my principal diet. I
double however the doctor’s glass and a half of
wine, and even treble it with a friend; but halve its
effect by drinking the weak wine only. The ardent
wines I cannot drink, nor do I use ardent spirits in
any form. Malt liquors & cider are my table drinks,
and my breakfast, like that also of my friend, is of tea
& coffee. I have been blessed with organs of digestion
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Practice them then, my dear, without ceasing. If ever
you find yourself in difficulty and doubt how to extri-
cate yourself, do what is right, & you will find it the
easiest way of getting out of the difficulty. Do it for
the additional incitement of increasing the happiness
of him who loves you infinitely.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Food and Drink
s

In the pleasures of the table they [i.e., the French]
are far before us, because with good taste they unite
temperance. They do not terminate the most socia-
ble meals by transforming themselves into brutes. I
have never yet seen a man drunk in France, even
among the lowest of the people.

To Charles Bellini, Paris, September 30, 1785

I have lived temperately, eating little animal food, &
that, not as an aliment so much as a condiment for
the vegetables, which constitute my principal diet. I
double however the doctor’s glass and a half of
wine, and even treble it with a friend; but halve its
effect by drinking the weak wine only. The ardent
wines I cannot drink, nor do I use ardent spirits in
any form. Malt liquors & cider are my table drinks,
and my breakfast, like that also of my friend, is of tea
& coffee. I have been blessed with organs of digestion
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which accept and concoct without ever murmuring
whatever the palate chooses to consign to them, and
I have not yet lost a tooth by age.

To Vine Utley, Monticello, March 21, 1819

We never repent of having eaten too little.
To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, February 21, 1825

Beer

I wish to see this beverage become common instead
of the whiskey which kills one third of our citizens
and ruins their families.

To Charles Yancey, Monticello, January 6, 1816

Figs

I ever wish to have opportunities of enjoying your
society. Knowing your fondness for figs, I have daily
wished you could have partaken of ours this year. I
never saw so great a crop, & they are still abundant.
Of three kinds which I brought from France, there
is one, of which I have a single bush, superior to any
fig I ever tasted any where.

To George Wythe, Monticello, October 23, 1794

Olives

The Olive is a tree the least known in America, &
yet the most worthy of being known. Of all the gifts
of heaven to man, it is next to the most precious, if it
be not the most precious. Perhaps it may claim a
preference even to bread; because there is such an
infinitude of vegetables which it renders a proper &
comfortable nourishment.

To William Drayton, Paris, July 30, 1787
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Tea

Having occasion for about 20 lb. of good tea annual-
ly, I think it best to rely for the choice of it on the
good faith of some dealer in that article, both as to
quality & price, and on no one do I rely more willing-
ly than on yourself. I usually send to Philadelphia for
my groceries once a quarter, and will on those occa-
sions ask of you a quarter’s supply of tea. At present I
will beg the favor of you to pack for me in a cannister
5 lb. of good tea. Young hyson we prefer both for fla-
vor & strength, but if you have none good, let it be
hyson of the ancient kind. If, immediately on the re-
ceipt of this you will deliver it to Mr. Mussi, corner of
7th & Market streets, he will pay your bill, & pack
the tea with some other articles he will be sending
me. Not doubting to receive from you what will be
good in quality & reasonable in price.

To John Barnes, Monticello, October 9, 1794

Tobacco

It is a culture productive of infinite wretchedness.
Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Whiskey

Whiskey claims to itself alone the exclusive office of
sot-making.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, May 3, 1823

Wine

[In talking about European crops that could grow
in America] I do not speak of the vine, because it is
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the parent of misery. Those who cultivate it are al-
ways poor, and he who would employ himself with
us in the culture of corn, cotton &c. can procure in
exchange for that much more wine, & better than he
could raise by its direct culture.

To George Wythe, Paris, September 16, 1787

When one calls in the taverns for the vin du pays
they give you what is natural and unadulterated and
cheap: when vin etrangere* is called for, it only gives
a pretext for charging an extravagant price for an
unwholesome stuff, very often of their own brewing.

*wine for foreigners
Travelling Notes for Mr. Rutledge and Mr. Shippen, Paris,
June 3, 1788

We could, in the United States, make as great a va-
riety of wines as are made in Europe, not exactly of
the same kinds, but doubtless as good.

To Charles Philbert Lasteryrie-du Saillant, July 15, 1808

I rejoice, as a Moralist, at the prospect of a reduction
of the duties on wine, by our national legislature. It is
an error to view a tax on that liquor as merely a tax
on the rich. It is a prohibition of its use to the mid-
dling class of our citizens, and a condemnation of
them to the poison of whiskey, which is desolating
their houses. No nation is drunken where wine is
cheap; and none sober, where the dearness of wine
substitutes ardent spirits as the common beverage. It
is in truth the only antidote to the bane of whiskey.
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Fix but the duty at the rate of other merchandise, and
we can drink wine here as cheaply as we do grog;
and who will not prefer it? Its extended use will carry
health and comfort to a much enlarged circle. Every
one in easy circumstances (as the bulk of our citizens
are) will prefer it to the poison to which they are now
driven by their government.

To M. De Neuville, Monticello, 
December 13, 1818

Foreign Affairs
s

The politics of Europe render it indispensably nec-
essary that with respect to every thing external we
be one nation only, firmly looped together.

To Rev. James Madison, Paris, 
February 8, 1786

The animosities of sovereigns are temporary & may
be allayed; but those which seize the whole body of
a people, and of a people too who dictate their own
measures, produce calamities of long duration.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, May 6, 1786

It will procure us respect in Europe, and respect is a
safe-guard to interest.

To John Adams, Paris, July 11, 1786
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Wretched indeed is the nation in whose affairs for-
eign powers are once permitted to intermeddle!

To Benjamin Vaughan, Paris, July 2, 1787

We certainly cannot deny to other nations that prin-
ciple whereon our own government is founded, that
every nation has a right to govern itself internally un-
der what forms it pleases, and to change these forms
at its own will: and externally to transact business
with other nations thro’ whatever organ it chooses,
whether that be a king, convention, assembly, com-
mittee, president, or whatever it be. The only thing
essential is the will of the nation.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, 
December 30, 1792

Their kicks & cuffs prove their contempt.
To Edward Rutledge, Philadelphia, June 24, 1797

As to everything except commerce, we ought to di-
vorce ourselves from them all.

To Edward Rutledge, Philadelphia, June 24, 1797

We owe gratitude to France, justice to England, good
will to all, and subservience to none.

To Arthur Campbell, Monticello, 
September 1, 1797

Commerce with all nations, alliance with none
should be our motto.

To Thomas Lomax, Monticello, March 12, 1799
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Peace, commerce and honest friendship with all na-
tions, entangling alliances with none.

First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1801

On the subject of treaties our system is to have none
with any nation as far as can be avoided. The treaty
with England has therefore not been renewed, and
all overtures for treaty with other nations have been
declined. We believe, that with nations as with indi-
viduals, dealings may be carried on as advantageous-
ly, perhaps more so, where their continuance de-
pends on a voluntary good treatment, as if fixed by a
contract which, when it becomes injurious to either is
made by forced constructions to mean what suits you
& becomes a cause of war instead of a bond of peace.

To Philip Mazzei, Washington, July 18, 1804

Unmeddling with the affairs of other nations, we
presume not to prescribe or censure their course.
Happy, could we be permitted to pursue our own in
peace, and to employ all our means in improving the
condition of our citizens.

To Madame de Stael de Holstein, Washington, 
July 16, 1807

I hope that to preserve this weather-gauge of public
opinion, & to counteract the slanders & falsehoods
disseminated by the English papers, the government
will make it a standing instruction to their ministers
at foreign courts, to keep Europe truly informed of
occurrences here, by publishing in their papers the
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naked truth always, whether favorable or unfavor-
able. For they will believe the good, if we candidly
tell them the bad also.

To James Monroe, Monticello, January 1, 1815

Not in our day, but at no distant one, we may shake
a rod over the heads of all, which may make the
stoutest of them tremble. But I hope our wisdom
will grow with our power, and teach us, that the less
we use our power, the greater it will be.

To Thomas Leiper, Monticello, June 12, 1815

Nothing is so important as that America shall separate
herself from the systems of Europe, & establish one of
her own. Our circumstances, our pursuits, our inter-
ests, are distinct, the principles of our policy should be
so also. All entanglements with that quarter of the
globe should be avoided if we mean that peace & Jus-
tice shall be the polar stars of the American societies.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, October 24, 1820

The question presented by the letters you have sent
me, is the most momentous which has ever been of-
fered to my contemplation since that of Indepen-
dence. That made us a nation, this sets our compass
and points the course which we are to steer thro’ the
ocean of time opening on us. And never could we
embark on it under circumstances more auspicious.
Our first and fundamental maxim should be never to
entangle ourselves in the broils of Europe. Our
second never to suffer Europe to intermeddle with
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Cis-Atlantic affairs. America, North and South, has a
set of interests distinct from those of Europe, and pe-
culiarly her own. She should therefore have a system
of her own, separate and apart from that of Europe.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, October 24, 1823

Diplomacy

Circumstances sometimes require that rights the
most unquestionable should be advanced with deli-
cacy.

To William Short, Philadelphia, July 28, 1791

Foreign Visitors to America

It is the general interest of our country that strangers
of distinction passing thro’ it, should be made ac-
quainted with its best citizens, and those most quali-
fied to give favorable impressions of it.

To Jacob Hite, Monticello, June 29, 1796

Freedom and Liberty
s

Bill of Rights

A bill of rights is what the people are entitled to
against every government on earth, general or par-
ticular, & what no just government should refuse or
rest on inferences.

To James Madison, Paris, December 20, 1787

116 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



Cis-Atlantic affairs. America, North and South, has a
set of interests distinct from those of Europe, and pe-
culiarly her own. She should therefore have a system
of her own, separate and apart from that of Europe.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, October 24, 1823

Diplomacy

Circumstances sometimes require that rights the
most unquestionable should be advanced with deli-
cacy.

To William Short, Philadelphia, July 28, 1791

Foreign Visitors to America

It is the general interest of our country that strangers
of distinction passing thro’ it, should be made ac-
quainted with its best citizens, and those most quali-
fied to give favorable impressions of it.

To Jacob Hite, Monticello, June 29, 1796

Freedom and Liberty
s

Bill of Rights

A bill of rights is what the people are entitled to
against every government on earth, general or par-
ticular, & what no just government should refuse or
rest on inferences.

To James Madison, Paris, December 20, 1787

116 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



The Declaration of Independence

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all
men are created equal; that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Govern-
ments are instituted among Men, deriving their just
powers from the consent of the governed,—that
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whenever any Form of Government becomes destruc-
tive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter
or to abolish it; and to institute new government, lay-
ing its foundation on such principles and organizing
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most
likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

Declaration of Independence, July 1776

Nothing could so completely divest us of that liberty
as the establishment of the opinion that the state has
a perpetual right to the services of all its members.

To James Monroe, Monticello, 
May 20, 1782

Freedom

The human mind will some day get back to the free-
dom it enjoyed 2000 years ago. This country, which
has given to the world the example of physical liber-
ty, owes to it that of moral emancipation also. For, as
yet, it is but nominal with us. The inquisition of
public opinion overwhelms in practice the freedom
asserted by the laws in theory.

To John Adams, Monticello, 
January 22, 1821

Habeas Corpus

The Habeas corpus secures every man here, alien or
citizen, against every thing which is not law, what-
ever shape it may assume.

To Archibald Hamilton Rowan, Monticello, 
September 26, 1798
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Liberty

The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the
same time; the hand of force may destroy, but can-
not disjoin them.

A Summary View of the Rights of British America, 
May 1774

The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to
time with the blood of patriots & tyrants. It is its
natural manure.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, 
November 13, 1787

The natural progress of things is for liberty to yield,
& government to gain ground.

To Edward Carrington, Paris, May 27, 1788

We have spent the prime of our lives in procuring
them [youth] the precious blessing of liberty. Let
them spend theirs in showing that it is the great
parent of science & of virtue; and that a nation will
be great in both, always in proportion as it is free.

To Joseph Willard, Paris, March 24, 1789

The ground of liberty is to be gained by inches, that
we must be contented to secure what we can get
from time to time, and eternally press forward for
what is yet to get. It takes time to persuade men to
do even what is for their own good.

To Charles Clay, Monticello, 
January 27, 1790
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We are not to expect to be translated from despot-
ism to liberty in a feather bed.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, New York, April 2, 1790

I would rather be exposed to the inconveniencies at-
tending too much liberty than those attending too
small a degree of it.

To Archibald Stuart, Philadelphia, December 23, 1791

[Speaking of the French Revolution] In the struggle
which was necessary, many guilty persons fell with-
out the forms of trial, and with them some innocent.
These I deplore as much as any body, & shall deplore
some of them to the day of my death. But I deplore
them as I should have done had they fallen in battle.
It was necessary to use the arm of the people, a ma-
chine not quite so blind as balls and bombs, but blind
to a certain degree. A few of their cordial friends met
at their hands the fate of enemies. But time and truth
will rescue & embalm their memories, while their
posterity will be enjoying that very liberty for which
they would never have hesitated to offer up their
lives. The liberty of the whole earth was depending
on the issue of the contest, and was ever such a prize
won with so little innocent blood? My own affections
have been deeply wounded by some of the martyrs to
this cause, but rather than it should have failed, I
would have seen half the earth desolated. Were there
but an Adam & Eve left in every country, & left free,
it would be better than as it is now.

To William Short, Philadelphia, January 3, 1793
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Being myself a warm zealot for the attainment & en-
joyment by all mankind of as much liberty as each
may exercise without injury to the equal liberty of
his fellow citizens.

To Jean Nicolas Démeunier, Monticello, April 29, 1795

This ball of liberty . . . is now so well in motion that
it will roll round the globe. At least the enlightened
part of it, for light & liberty go together. It is our glo-
ry that we first put it into motion, & our happiness
that being foremost we had no bad examples to fol-
low. What a tremendous obstacle to the future at-
tempts at liberty will be the atrocities of Robespierre!

To Tench Coxe, Monticello, June 1, 1795

Timid men . . . prefer the calm of despotism to the
boisterous sea of liberty.

To Philip Mazzei, Monticello, April 24, 1796

Our citizens generally are enjoying a very great de-
gree of liberty and security in the most temperate
manner. Every man being at his ease, feels an inter-
est in the preservation of order, and comes forth to
preserve it at the first call of the magistrate.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, February 5, 1803

Affectionate concern for the liberty & prosperity of
my fellow citizens will cease but with life to animate
my breast.

To the democratic citizens of Adams County, Pa., 
March 20, 1808
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The true barriers [i.e., protections] of our liberty in
this country are our State governments.

To Destutt de Tracy, Monticello, January 26, 1811

The last hope of human liberty in this world rests
on us. We ought, for so dear a stake, to sacrifice
every attachment & every enmity.

To William Duane, Monticello, March 28, 1811

The disease of liberty is catching.
To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, December 26, 1820

The boisterous sea of liberty indeed is never with-
out a wave.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, December 26, 1820

Possessing ourselves the combined blessing of liber-
ty and order, we wish the same to other countries,
and to none more than yours [Greece], which, the
first of civilized nations, presented examples of what
man should be.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

Natural Rights

The idea is quite unfounded that on entering into
society we give up any natural right.

To Francis W. Gilmer, Monticello, June 7, 1816

Nothing then is unchangeable but the inherent and
unalienable rights of man.

To John Cartwright, Monticello, June 5, 1824
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Friends and Enemies
s

Departing Friends

The departure of your family has left me in the
dumps.

To John Adams, Paris, May 25, 1785

Having performed the last sad office of handing you
into your carriage at the Pavillon de St. Denis, and
seen the wheels get actually into motion, I turned on
my heel and walked, more dead than alive. . . . I was
carried home. Seated by my fireside, solitary and
sad, the following dialogue took place between my
head and my Heart.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

Heaven has submitted our being to some unkind
laws. When those charming moments were present
which I passed with you, they were clouded with the
prospect that I was soon to lose you: and now, when I
pass the same moments in review, I recollect nothing
but the agreeable passages, and they fill me with re-
gret. Thus, present joys are damped by a conscious-
ness that they are passing from us; and past ones are
only the subject of sorrow and regret.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 29, 1786

The morning you left us, all was wrong. Even the sun
shine was provoking, with which I never quarreled



before. I took it into my head he shone only to throw
light on our loss: to present a cheerfulness not at all in
unison with my mind. I mounted my horse earlier
than common, and took by instinct the road you had
taken. Some spirit whispered this to me: but he whis-
pered by halves only. . . . I think I have discovered a
method of preventing this dejection of mind on any
future parting. It is this. When you come again, I will
employ myself solely in finding or fancying that you
have some faults, and I will draw a veil over all your
good qualities, if I can find one large enough. I think I
shall succeed in this. For, trying myself to-day, by way
of exercise, I recollected immediately one fault in your
composition. It is that you give all your attention to
your friends, caring nothing about yourself. Now you
must agree that I christian this very mildly when I
call it a folly only. And I dare say I shall find many like
it when I examine you with more sang froid.*—I re-
member you told me, when we parted, you would
come to see me at Monticello. Now tho’ I believe this
to be impossible, I have been planning what I would
show you: a flower here, a tree there; yonder a grove,
near it a fountain; on this side a hill, on that a river.
Indeed, madam, I know nothing so charming as our
own country.

*composure; determination
To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, February 17, 1788

I never blame heaven so much as for having clogged
the ethereal spirit of friendship with a body which
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ties it to time and place. I am with you always in
spirit; be with me sometimes.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, August 17, 1788

I am going to America, and you to Italy. The one or
the other of us goes the wrong way, for the way will
ever be wrong which leads us farther apart.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, September 26, 1788

Preserve for me always, my dear friend, the same
sentiments of esteem you have been so good as to
entertain for me hitherto. They will comfort me in
going, and encourage me returning.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, September 11, 1789

I received, my dear friend, with great sensibility
your favor of the 1st instant. It recalled to my mind
many very dear scenes which passed while we had
the happiness of possessing you here. Events have
separated the actors & called them to other stages;
but neither time, distance, nor events have weak-
ened my affections for them.

To Carlo Bellini, Monticello, April 24, 1799

Enemies

An enemy generally says & believes what he wishes.
To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, March 29, 1788

An injured friend is the bitterest of foes.
Opinion on the French Treaties, April 28, 1793
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The vote of your opponents is the most honorable
mark by which the soundness of your conduct could
be stamped.

To Elbridge Gerry, Monticello, June 11, 1812

Friends

The way to make friends quarrel is to pit them in
disputation under the public eye. An experience of
near twenty years has taught me that few friend-
ships stand this test, & that public assemblies where
every one is free to act and speak are the most pow-
erful looseners of the bands of private friendship.

To George Washington, Annapolis, April 16, 1784

Agreeable society is the first essential in constitut-
ing the happiness & of course the value of our exis-
tence: & it is a circumstance worthy great attention
when we are making first our choice of a residence.

To James Madison, Paris, December 8, 1784

The society of our friends will sweeten all.
To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Paris, December 15, 1788

I shall be rendered very happy by the visit you
promise me. The only thing wanting to make me
completely so is the more frequent society of my
friends.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, April 27, 1795

Of those connected by blood the number does not de-
pend on us. But friends we have if we have merited
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them. Those of our earliest years stand nearest in our
affections. . . . Our college friends . . . are the dearest.

To John Page, Washington, June 25, 1804

Friends must enable us to hear every thing, & ex-
pect us to say nothing.

To William Duane, Washington, July 20, 1807

I consider it a great felicity, through a long and try-
ing course of life, to have retained the esteem of my
early friends unaltered. I find in old age that the im-
pressions of youth are the deepest & most indelible.

To David Campbell, Monticello, January 28, 1810

I have never thought that a difference in political,
any more than in religious opinions should disturb
the friendly intercourse of society. There are so
many other topics on which friends may converse &
be happy, that it is wonderful they should select of
preference the only one on which they cannot agree.

To David Campbell, Monticello, January 28, 1810

It seems as if, our ancient friends dying off, the
whole mass of the affections of the heart survives
undiminished to the few who remain.

To Elbridge Gerry, Monticello, June 11, 1812

Wherever I have been, it has been my good fortune to
meet with or to make ardent and affectionate friends.

To Robert Taylor and Chapman Johnson, Monticello, 
May 16, 1820
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It is right for old friends, now and then, to, ask each
other how they do? The question is short, and will
give little trouble either to ask, or answer. I ask it
therefore, observing in exchange that my own
health is tolerably good; but that I am too weak to
walk further than my garden without suffering, al-
tho’ I ride without fatigue 6 or 8 miles every day, and
sometimes 20. I salute you with constant and affec-
tionate friendship & respect.

To Charles Willson Peale, Monticello, October 23, 1822

Friendship

Life is of no value but as it brings us gratifications.
Among the most valuable of these is rational society.
It informs the mind, sweetens the temper, cheers
our spirits, and promotes health.

To James Madison, Annapolis, February 20, 1784

The friendships of my youth are those which stick
closest to me, and in which I most confide.

To John Page, Paris, August 20, 1785

Head. Friendship is but another name for an alliance
with the follies & the misfortunes of others. Our own
share of miseries is sufficient: why enter then as vol-
unteers into those of another? Is there so little gall
poured into our own cup that we must needs help to
drink that of our neighbor? A friend dies or leaves
us: we feel as if a limb was cut off. He is sick: we
must watch over him, & participate of his pains. His
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fortune is shipwrecked; ours must be laid under con-
tribution. He loses a child, a parent or a partner: we
must mourn the loss as if it was our own.

Heart. What more sublime delight than to
mingle tears with one whom the hand of heaven
hath smitten! To watch over the bed of sickness, &
to beguile its tedious & its painful moments! To
share our bread with one to whom misfortune has
left none! This world abounds indeed with misery;
to lighten its burden we must divide it with one an-
other. . . . Friendship is precious, not only in the
shade but in the sunshine of life: & thanks to a
benevolent arrangement of things, the greater part
of life is sunshine.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

I am never happier than when I am performing
good offices for good people; and the most friendly
office one can perform is to make worthy charac-
ters acquainted with one another.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, November 1786

The happiest moments it [my heart] knows are
those in which it is pouring forth its affections to a
few esteemed characters.

To Eliza House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786

The friendships contracted earliest in life, are those
which stand by us the longest.

To Elizabeth Blair Thompson, Paris, January 19, 1787
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Your letter has kindled all the fond recollections of
ancient times, recollections much dearer to me than
any thing I have known since. There are minds
which can be pleased by honors & preferments, but I
see nothing in them but envy & enmity. It is only
necessary to possess them to know how little they
contribute to happiness, or rather how hostile they
are to it. No attachments soothe the mind so much as
those contracted in early life: nor do I recollect any
societies which have given me more pleasure than
those of which you have partaken with me. I had
rather be shut up in a very modest cottage, with my
books, my family and a few old friends, dining on
simple bacon, and letting the world roll on as it
liked, than to occupy the most splendid post which
any human power can give. I shall be glad to hear
from you often. Give me the small news as well as
the great.

To Alexander Donald, Paris, February 7, 1788

Near friends falling out never reunite cordially.
To Alexander Donald, Paris, February 7, 1788

Every human being, my dear, must thus be viewed
according to what it is good for, for none of us, no
not one, is perfect; and were we to love none who
had imperfections this world would be a desert for
our love. All we can do is to make the best of our
friends: love and cherish what is good in them, and
keep out of the way of what is bad: but no more
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think of rejecting them for it than of throwing away
a piece of music for a flat passage or two.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, New York, 
July 17, 1790

Trouble is a pleasure when it is to serve our friends
living or dead.

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Philadelphia, 
May 15, 1791

I find friendship to be like wine, raw when new,
ripened with age, the true old man’s milk & restora-
tive cordial.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, August 17, 1811

You will find me in habitual good health, great con-
tentedness, enfeebled in body, impaired in memory,
but without decay in my friendships.

To Cæsar Rodney, Monticello, March 16, 1815

Indifference

With those who wish to think amiss of me, I have
learnt to be perfectly indifferent.

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, September 11, 1804
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Government
s

The whole art of government consists in the art of
being honest.

A Summary View of the Rights of British America, 
May 1774

The legitimate powers of government extend to
such acts only as are not injurious to others.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

I love energy in government dearly.
To Abigail Adams, Paris, July 7, 1785

I do not flatter myself with the immortality of our
governments.

To George Washington, Paris, 
November 14, 1786

Societies exist under three forms sufficiently distin-
guishable. 1. Without government, as among our In-
dians. 2. Under governments wherein the will of
every one has a just influence, as is the case in En-
gland in a slight degree, and in our states in a great
one. 3. Under governments of force: as is the case in
all other monarchies & in most of the other republics.

To James Madison, Paris, 
January 30, 1787



We are now vibrating between too much & too little
government, & the pendulum will rest finally in the
middle.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, February 2, 1788

The care of human life & happiness, & not their de-
struction, is the first & only legitimate object of
good government.

To the republican citizens of Washington County, Md.,
Monticello, March 31, 1809

The happiness & prosperity of our citizens . . . is the
only legitimate object of government.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Monticello, April 16, 1811

The only orthodox object of the institution of gov-
ernment is to secure the greatest degree of happi-
ness possible to the general mass of those associated
under it.

To Francis A. Van Der Kemp, Monticello, March 22, 1812

Freedom of religion, freedom of the press, trial by
jury, Habeas corpus and a representative legislature.
These I consider as the essentials constituting free
government, and that the organization of the Execu-
tive is interesting, as it may ensure wisdom and in-
tegrity in the first place, but next as it may favor or
endanger the preservation of these fundamentals.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Monticello, 
February 28, 1815

government 133



A government of reason is better than one of force.
To Richard Rush, Monticello, October 20, 1820

The equal rights of man, and the happiness of every
individual are now acknowledged to be the only le-
gitimate objects of government.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

Abuse of Government

What institution is insusceptible of abuse in wicked
hands?

To Louis H. Girardin, Monticello, March 12, 1815

Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798

For my own part I consider these laws as merely an
experiment on the American mind to see how far it
will bear an avowed violation of the constitution.

To Stevens Thomson Mason, Monticello, 
October 11, 1798

I discharged every person under punishment or
prosecution under the Sedition law, because I con-
sidered & now consider that law to be a nullity as
absolute and as palpable as if Congress had ordered
us to fall down and worship a golden image; and
that it was as much my duty to arrest its execution
in every stage, as it would have been to have rescued
from the fiery furnace those who should have been
cast into it for refusing to worship their image.

To Abigail Adams, Washington, July 22, 1804
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Aristocracy

To know the mass of evil which flows from this fatal
source, a person must be in France, he must see the
finest soil, the finest climate, the most compact state,
the most benevolent character of people, and every
earthly advantage combined, insufficient to prevent
this scourge from rendering existence a curse to 24
out of 25 parts of the inhabitants of this country.

To George Washington, Paris, November 14, 1786

Cabinet (Presidential)

It is certain that those of the cabinet council of the
President should be of his bosom-confidence.

To Samuel Dexter, Washington, February 20, 1801

Our government, altho’ in theory subject to be di-
rected by the unadvised will of the President, is,
and from its origin has been, a very different thing
in practice. The minor business in each department
is done by the head of the department, on consulta-
tion with the President alone. But all matters of im-
portance or difficulty are submitted to all the heads
of departments composing the cabinet; sometimes
by the President’s consulting them separately &
successively, as they happen to call on him; but in
the greatest cases, by calling them together, dis-
cussing the subject maturely, and finally taking the
vote, on which the President counts himself but as
one. So that in all important cases the Executive is,
in fact, a Directory, which certainly the President
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might control, but of this there was never an exam-
ple, either in the first or the present administration.
I have heard, indeed, that my predecessor some-
times decided things against his council by dashing
& trampling his wig on the floor.

To William Short, Washington, June 12, 1807

Changing Governments

It is very important to unlearn the lessons we have
learnt under our former government, to discard the
maxims which were the bulwark of that, but would
be the ruin of the one we have erected.

To Edmund Randolph, Baltimore, February 15, 1783

It is better that improvements should be late when
thereby all voices can be united in making them.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, September 22, 1786

Coercive Power

What has been the effect of coercion? To make one
half the world fools, and the other half hypocrites.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

It has been said too that our governments both fed-
eral and particular [i.e., states] want energy; that it
is difficult to restrain both individuals & states from
committing wrongs. This is true, & it is an inconve-
nience on the other hand that energy which absolute
governments derive from an armed force, which is
the effect of the bayonet constantly held at the

136 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



breast of every citizen, and which resembles very
much the stillness of the grave, must be admitted
also to have its inconveniences. We weigh the two
together, and like best to submit to the former. Com-
pare the number of wrongs committed with impuni-
ty by citizens among us, with those committed by
the sovereign in other countries, and the last will be
found most numerous, most oppressive on the
mind, and most degrading of the dignity of man.

To Jean Nicolas Démeunier, Paris, January 24, 1786

God send that our country may never have a gov-
ernment, which it can feel [a government of ener-
gy]. This is the perfection of human society.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, May 8, 1788

Congress

Congress . . . is the great commanding theatre of
this nation.

To William Wirt, Washington, January 10, 1808

If there be any thing amiss therefore, in the present
state of our affairs, as the formidable deficit lately
unfolded to us indicates, I ascribe it to the inatten-
tion of Congress to its duties, to their unwise dissi-
pation & waste of the public contributions. They
seemed, some little while ago to be at a loss for ob-
jects whereon to throw away the supposed fathom-
less funds of the treasury.

To Thomas Ritchie, Monticello, December 25, 1820
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Constitutional Conventions

The ultimate Arbiter is the people of the Union, as-
sembled by their deputies in Convention, at the call
of Congress, or of two-thirds of the states. Let them
decide to which they mean to give an authority
claimed by two of their organs. And it has been the
peculiar wisdom and felicity of our constitution, to
have provided this peaceable appeal, where that of
other nations is at once to force.

To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823

Democracy

Every government degenerates when trusted to the
rulers of the people alone. The people themselves
therefore are its only safe depositories.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The happiness of governments like ours, wherein the
people are truly the mainspring, is that they are nev-
er to be despaired of. When an evil becomes so glar-
ing as to strike them generally, they arouse them-
selves, and it is redressed. He only is then the
popular man and can get into office who shows the
best dispositions to reform the evil.

To Richard Price, Paris, February 1, 1785

It is an axiom in my mind that our liberty can never
be safe but in the hands of the people themselves, &
that too of the people with a certain degree of in-
struction.

To George Washington, Paris, January 4, 1786
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Sometimes it is said that man cannot be trusted
with the government of himself. Can he, then, be
trusted with the government of others? Or have we
found angels in the forms of kings to govern him?
Let history answer this question.

First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1801

The government which can wield the arm of the
people must be the strongest possible.

To Isaac Weaver, Jr., Washington, June 7, 1807

Where the Law of the majority ceases to be ac-
knowledged, there government ends, the Law of the
strongest takes its place, & life & property are his
who can take them.

To John Gassway, Washington, 
February 17, 1809

What a germ have we planted, and how faithfully
should we cherish the parent tree at home!

To Benjamin Austin, Monticello, January 9, 1816

We of the United States, you know are constitution-
ally & conscientiously Democrats.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Poplar Forest, 
April 24, 1816

I am not among those who fear the people. They,
and not the rich, are our dependence for continued
freedom.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816
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I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of
the society but the people themselves: and if we
think them not enlightened enough to exercise their
control with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is
not to take it from them, but to inform their discre-
tion by education. This is the true corrective of
abuses of constitutional power.

To William Charles Jarvis, Monticello, 
September 28, 1820

The general spread of the light of science has al-
ready laid open to every view the palpable truth that
the mass of mankind has not been born, with sad-
dles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and
spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the
grace of god.

To Roger C. Weightman, Monticello, June 24, 1826

Despotism

Ignorance and despotism seem made for each other.
To Robert Pleasants, August 27, 1796

Division of Power

To make us one nation as to foreign concerns, &
keep us distinct in Domestic ones, gives the outline
of the proper division of powers between the gener-
al & particular governments.

To James Madison, Paris, December 16, 1786

The system of the General government is to seize all
doubtful ground. We must join in the scramble, or
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get nothing. Where first occupancy is to give right,
he who lies still loses all.

To James Monroe, Monticello, 
September 7, 1797

I have always thought that where the line of demar-
cation between the powers of the general & the state
governments was doubtfully or indistinctly drawn,
it would be prudent and praise-worthy in both par-
ties never to approach it but under the most urgent
necessity.

To Joseph C. Cabell, Monticello, 
January 31, 1814

The way to have good and safe government, is not
trust it all to one; but to divide it among the many,
distributing to every one exactly the functions he is
competent to. Let the National government be en-
trusted with the defense of the nation, and its for-
eign & federal relations; the State governments with
the civil rights, laws, police, & administration of
what concerns the State generally; the Counties
with the local concerns of the counties, and each
Ward direct the interests within itself. It is by divid-
ing and subdividing these republics from the great
National one down thro’ all its subordinations, until
it ends in the administration of every man’s farm
and affairs by himself; by placing under every one
what his own eye may superintend, that all will be
done for the best. What has destroyed liberty and
the rights of man in every government which has
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ever existed under the sun? The generalizing & con-
centrating all cares and powers into one body, no
matter whether of the Autocrats of Russia or
France, or of the Aristocrats of a Venetian Senate.
And I do believe that if the Almighty has not de-
creed that Man shall never be free (and it is a blas-
phemy to believe it) that the secret will be found to
be in the making himself the depository of the pow-
ers respecting himself, so far as he is competent to
them, and delegating only what is beyond his com-
petence by a synthetical process, to higher & higher
orders of functionaries, so as to trust fewer and few-
er powers in proportion as the trustees become
more and more oligarchical.

To Joseph C. Cabell, Monticello, February 2, 1816

Executive Privilege

Reserving the necessary right of the President of
the U.S. to decide, independently of all other au-
thority, what papers, coming to him as President,
the public interests permit to be communicated, &
to whom, I assure you of my readiness, under that
restriction, voluntarily to furnish on all occasions
whatever the purposes of justice may require.

To George W. Hay, Washington, June 12, 1807

Faith In Government

The times have been awful, but they have proved an
useful truth, that the good citizen must never de-
spair of the commonwealth.

To Nathaniel Niles, Washington, March 22, 1801
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Federalism

My idea is that we should be made one nation in
every case concerning foreign affairs, & separate ones
in whatever is merely domestic.

To John Blair, Paris, August 13, 1787

It is of immense consequence that the States retain as
complete authority as possible over their own citizens.

To James Monroe, Monticello, September 7, 1797

It is a singular phenomenon, that while our state
governments are the very best in the world without
exception or comparison, our general government
has, in the rapid course of 9 or 10 years, become
more arbitrary, and has swallowed more of the pub-
lic liberty than even that of England.

To John Taylor, Monticello, November 26, 1798

The true theory of our constitution is surely the wis-
est & best, that the states are independent as to
every thing within themselves, & united as to every-
thing respecting foreign nations. Let the general
government be reduced to foreign concerns only,
and let our affairs be disentangled from those of all
other nations, except as to commerce, which the
merchants will manage the better, the more they are
left free to manage for themselves, and our general
government may be reduced to a very simple organ-
ization, & a very unexpensive one; a few plain duties
to be performed by a few servants.

To Gideon Granger, Monticello, August 13, 1800
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When we consider that this government is charged
with the external & mutual relations only of these
states; that the states themselves have principal care of
our persons, our property, & our reputation, constitut-
ing the great field of human concerns, we may well
doubt whether our organization is not too complicat-
ed, too expensive; whether offices & officers have not
been multiplied unnecessarily & sometimes injurious-
ly to the service they were meant to promote.

First Annual Message to Congress, Washington, 
December 8, 1801

When all government, domestic and foreign, in lit-
tle as in great things, shall be drawn to Washington
as the center of all power, it will render powerless
the checks provided of one government on another,
and will become as venal and oppressive as the gov-
ernment from which we separated.

To Charles Hammond, Monticello, 
August 18, 1821

I see as you do, and with the deepest affliction, the
rapid strides with which the federal branch of our
government is advancing towards the usurpation of
all the rights reserved to the states, and the consoli-
dation in itself of all powers foreign and domestic;
and that too by constructions which, if legitimate,
leave no limits to their power. Take together the de-
cisions of the federal court, the doctrines of the Pres-
ident, and the misconstructions of the constitutional
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compact, acted on by the legislature of the federal
branch, and it is but too evident that the three ruling
branches of that department are in combination to
strip their Colleagues, the State authorities, of the
powers reserved by them, and to exercise themselves
all functions foreign and domestic. Under the power
to regulate Commerce, they assume indefinitely that
also over agriculture and manufactures, and call it
regulation to take the earnings of one of these
branches of industry, and that too the most de-
pressed, and put them into the pockets of the other,
the most flourishing of all. Under the authority to es-
tablish post roads, they claim that of cutting down
mountains for the construction of roads, of digging
canals, and, aided by a little sophistry on the words
“general welfare,” a right to do, not only the acts to ef-
fect that, which are specifically enumerated and per-
mitted, but whatsoever they shall think, or pretend
will be for the general welfare. And what is our re-
source for the preservation of the constitution? Rea-
son and argument? You might as well reason and ar-
gue with the marble columns encircling them. The
representatives chosen by ourselves? They are joined
in the combination, some from incorrect views of
government, some from corrupt ones, sufficient vot-
ing together to out-number the sound parts; and,
with majorities of only 1, 2, or 3 bold enough to go
forward in defiance.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 
December 26, 1825
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Gaining Unanimity

It is better that improvements should be late when
thereby all voices can be united in making them.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, September 22, 1786

Governing

I have no ambition to govern men, no passion which
would lead me to delight to ride in a storm. Flumina
amo, sylvasque, inglorius.*

*May I love the rivers and the woods, though
fame be lost (Virgil, Georgics 2:486).

To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

I love to see honest men & honorable men at the
helm, men who will not bend their politics to their
purses, nor pursue measures by which they may
profit, & then profit by their measures. Au diable les
Bougres!*

*To the devil with fools, hicks, etc.
To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

I leave to others the sublime delights of riding in the
storm, better pleased with sound sleep & a warmer
birth below it encircled, with the society of neigh-
bors, friends & fellow laborers of the earth rather
than with spies & sycophants. . . . I have no ambition
to govern men. It is a painful and thankless office.

To John Adams, Monticello, December 28, 1796

Neither the splendor, nor the power, nor the diffi-
culties, nor the fame, or defamation as may happen,
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attached to the first magistracy have any attractions
for me. The helm of a free government is always ar-
duous, and never was ours more so.

To James Sullivan, Monticello, 
February 9, 1797

I have never been so well pleased, as when I could
shift power from my own, on the shoulders of oth-
ers; nor have I ever been able to conceive how any
rational being could propose happiness to himself
from the exercise of power over others.

To Destutt de Tracy, Monticello, 
January 26, 1811

An honest man can feel no pleasure in the exercise of
power over his fellow citizens. . . . There has never
been a moment of my life in which I should have re-
linquished for it the enjoyments of my family, my
farm, my friends & books.

To John Melish, Monticello, 
January 13, 1813

Institutions

Laws and institutions must go hand in hand with
the progress of the human mind. As that becomes
more developed, more enlightened, as new discover-
ies are made, new truths disclosed, and manners
and opinions change with the change of circum-
stances, institutions must advance also, and keep
pace with the times.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816
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The Law

The system of law in most of the United States, in
imitation of that of England, is divided into two de-
partments, the Common law & the Chancery.

The Common law is a written law the text of
which is preserved from the beginning of the 13th
century downwards, but what preceded that is lost.
Its substance however has been retained in the
memory of the people & committed to writing from
time to time in the decisions of the judges and trea-
tises of the jurists, insomuch that it is still consid-
ered as a lex scripta,* the letter of which is sufficient-
ly known to guide the decisions of the courts. In this
department the courts restrain themselves to the let-
ter of the law. Anciently indeed, before the improve-
ment or perhaps the existence of the court of
Chancery, they allowed themselves greater latitude,
extending the provisions of every law not only to the
cases within its letter but to those also which came
within the spirit and reason of it. This was called
the equity of the law. . . . The power of that court
[of Chancery], as acknowledged at this day, is to re-
lieve

1. where the Common law gives no remedy.
2. where its remedy is imperfect.
3. where it would do injustice by comprehending
within its letter cases not within its reason, nor
intended to have been comprehended.

*the written law
To Philip Mazzei, Paris, November 1785
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Laws

Laws made by common Consent must not be tram-
pled on by Individuals.

To Garret Van Meter, Richmond, 
April 27, 1781

We lay it down as a fundamental, that laws, to be
just, must give a reciprocation of right; that, with-
out this, they are mere arbitrary rules of conduct,
founded in force, and not in conscience.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The execution of the laws is more important than
the making them.

To L’Abbé Arnoux, Paris, July 19, 1789

That love of order and obedience to the laws, which
so remarkably characterize the citizens of the Unit-
ed States, are sure pledges of internal tranquility.

To Benjamin Waring and others, Washington, 
March 23, 1801

In the construction of a law, . . . where the opposite
parties have a right & counter-right in the very
words of the law, the judge considers the intention
of the law-giver as his true guide, and gives to all
the parts & expressions of the law, that meaning
which will effect, instead of defeating, its intention.

To Governor William H. Cabell, Monticello, 
August 11, 1807
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Whenever the words of a law will bear two mean-
ings, one of which will give effect to the law, & the
other will defeat it, the former must be supposed to
have been intended by the legislature, because they
could not intend that meaning which would defeat
their intention, in passing the law; and in a statute,
as in a Will, the intention of the party is to be sought
after.

To Albert Gallatin, Monticello, July 29, 1808

Laws are made for men of ordinary understanding,
and should therefore be construed by the ordinary
rules of common sense. Their meaning is not to be
sought for in metaphysical subtleties, which may
make any thing mean every thing or nothing, at
pleasure.

To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823

Legislative Delay

There is a snail-paced gate for the advance of new
ideas on the general mind, under which we must ac-
quiesce. A forty years’ experience of popular assem-
blies has taught me, that you must give them time
for every step you take. If too hard pushed, they
balk, & the machine retrogrades.

To Joel Barlow, Washington, 
December 10, 1807

Procrastination is unavoidable. How can expe-
dition be expected from a body which we have
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saddled with an hundred lawyers, whose trade is
talking?

To Thomas Leiper, Monticello, June 12, 1815

Loyal Minority

Our majority in the H. of Representatives has been
about 2 to 1; in the Senate, 18 to 15. After another
election it will be 2 to 1 in the Senate, and it would
not be for the public good to have it greater. A re-
spectable minority is useful as Censors.

To Joel Barlow, Washington, May 3, 1802

Majority Rule

It is my principle that the will of the Majority
should always prevail.

To James Madison, Paris, December 20, 1787

A great revolution has taken place at Paris. The peo-
ple of that country, having never been in the habit of
self government, are not yet in the habit of acknowl-
edging that fundamental law of nature, by which
alone self government can be exercised by a society, I
mean the lex majoris partis.* Of the sacredness of this
law, our countrymen are impressed from their cradle,
so that with them it is almost innate. This single cir-
cumstance may possibly decide the fate of the two na-
tions. . . . And whatever may be the fate of republi-
canism there, we are able to preserve it inviolate
here: we are sensible of the duty and expediency of
submitting our opinions to the will of the majority,
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and can wait with patience till they get right, if they
happen to be at any time wrong. Our vessel is
moored at such a distance, that should theirs blow
up, ours is still safe, if we will but think so.

*the law of majority
To John Breckinridge, Philadelphia, January 29, 1800

No mortal can foresee in favor of which party the
election will go. There is one supreme consolation.
That our people have so innate a spirit of order &
obedience to the law, so religious an acquiescence in
the will of the majority, and deep conviction of the
fundamental importance of the principle that the will
of the majority ought to be submitted to by the mi-
nority, that a majority of a single vote, as at the last
election, produces as absolute & quiet a submission
as an unanimous vote.

To William Short, Philadelphia, March 26, 1800

Monarchy

A court has no affections. But those of the people
whom they govern influence their decisions even in
the most arbitrary governments.

To James Monroe, Paris, June 17, 1785

I am astonished at some people’s considering a king-
ly government as a refuge. Advise such to read the
fable of the frogs who solicited Jupiter for a king. If
that does not put them to rights, send them to Euro-
pe to see something of the trappings of monarchy,
and I will undertake that every man shall go back
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thoroughly cured. If all the evils which can arise
among us from the republican form of our govern-
ment from this day to the day of judgment could be
put into a scale against what this country suffers
from its monarchical form in a week, or England in a
month, the latter would preponderate.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Paris, August 4, 1787

I am sensible that there are defects in our federal
government: yet they are so much lighter than those
of monarchies that I view them with much indul-
gence. I rely too on the good sense of the people for
remedy, whereas the evils of monarchical govern-
ment are beyond remedy. If any of our countrymen
wish for a king, give them Aesop’s fable of the frogs
who asked a king; if this does not cure them, send
them to Europe: they will go back good republicans.

To David Ramsay, Paris, August 4, 1787

I was much an enemy to monarchy before I came to
Europe. I am ten thousand times more so since I have
seen what they are. There is scarcely an evil known in
these countries which may not be traced to their king
as its source, nor a good which is not derived from the
small fibres of republicanism existing among them.

To George Washington, Paris, May 2, 1788

Natural Aristocracy

I agree with you that there is a natural aristocracy
among men. The grounds of this are virtue & talents.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 28, 1813
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Oppression

For what oppression may not a precedent be found
in this world.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Perfectibility

It suffices for a man to be a philosopher, and to believe
that human affairs are susceptible of improvement, &
to look forward, rather than back to the Gothic ages,
for perfection, to mark him as an anarchist, disorga-
nizer, atheist & enemy of the government.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Philadelphia, May 3, 1798

The Gothic idea that we are to look backwards in-
stead of forwards for the improvement of the human
mind, and to recur to the annals of our ancestors for
what is most perfect in government, in religion & in
learning, is worthy of those bigots in religion &
government, by whom it has been recommended, &
whose purposes it would answer. But it is not an
idea which this country will endure; and the mo-
ment of their showing it is fast ripening.

To Joseph Priestley, Philadelphia, January 27, 1800

Petitions

The right of our fellow citizens to represent to the
public functionaries their opinion on proceedings
interesting to them, is unquestionably a constitu-
tional right, often useful, sometimes necessary, and
will always be respectfully acknowledged by me.

To New Haven merchants, Washington, July 12, 1801
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The Presidency

No man will ever bring out of that office the reputa-
tion which carries him into it.

To William Cocke, Monticello, October 21, 1796, and to
Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

The second office of this government is honorable &
easy, the first is but a splendid misery.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

If some period be not fixed, either by the constitu-
tion or by practice, to the services of the first magis-
trate, his office, tho’ nominally elective, will, in fact,
be for life; & that will soon degenerate into an in-
heritance.

To Isaac Weaver, Jr., Washington, June 7, 1807

[Speaking about presidential appointments] How
greatly we were deceived in this character, as is gen-
erally the case in appointments not on our own
knowledge.

To James Madison, Monticello, February 8, 1813

Protocol

I am sorry that your first impressions have been dis-
turbed by matters of etiquette, where surely they
should least have been expected to occur. These dis-
putes are the most insusceptible of determination,
because they have no foundation in reason. Arbitrary
& senseless in their nature, they are arbitrarily de-
cided by every nation for itself. These decisions are
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meant to prevent disputes, but they produce ten
where they prevent one. It would have been better
therefore in a new country to have excluded etiquette
altogether; or, if it must be admitted in some form or
other, to have made it depend on some circumstance
founded in nature, such as the age or stature of the
parties.

To the Comte de Moustier, Paris, May 17, 1788

Public Accounts

The accounts of the U.S. ought to be, and may be
made as simple as those of a common farmer, and capa-
ble of being understood by common farmers.

To James Madison, Monticello, March 6, 1796

Public Confidence

It would be a dangerous delusion were a confidence
in the man of our choice to silence our fears for the
safety of our rights: that confidence is everywhere the
parent of despotism—free government is founded in
jealousy, and not in confidence; it is jealousy and not
confidence which prescribes limited constitutions, to
bind down those whom we are obliged to trust with
power. . . . In questions of power, then, let no more
be heard of confidence in man, but bind him down
from mischief by the chains of the Constitution.

Kentucky Resolutions, October 1798

It is not wisdom alone, but public confidence in that
wisdom, which can support an administration.

To President James Monroe, Monticello, July 18, 1824
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Reform

What is good is often spoiled by trying to make it
better.

To William Buchanan and James Hay, Paris, 
January 26, 1786

The hole & the patch should be commensurate.
To James Madison, Paris, June 20, 1787

I am sensible how far I should fall short of effecting
all the reformation which reason would suggest and
experience approve, were I free to do whatever I
thought best. But when we reflect how difficult it is
to move or inflect the great machine of society, how
impossible to advance the notions of a whole people
suddenly to ideal right, we see the wisdom of Solon’s
remark, that no more good must be attempted than
the nation can bear.

To Walter Jones, Washington, March 31, 1801

I am a friend to the reformation generally of what-
ever can be made better.

To John Wilson, Monticello, August 17, 1813

Republican Form of Government

But with all the defects of our constitutions, whether
general or particular, the comparison of our govern-
ments with those of Europe are like a comparison of
heaven & hell. England, like the earth, may be al-
lowed to take the intermediate station. And yet I
hear there are people among you who think the
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experience of our governments has already proved
that republican governments will not answer. Send
those gentry here to count the blessings of monarchy.

To Joseph Jones, Paris, August 14, 1787

I received with great pleasure the present of your
pamphlets, as well for the thing itself as that it was a
testimony of your recollection. Would you believe it
possible that in this country there should be high and
important characters who need your lessons in repub-
licanism and who do not heed them? It is but too true
that we have a sect preaching up and pouting after an
English constitution of kings, lords, and commons,
and whose heads are itching for crowns, coronets, and
mitres. But our people, my good friend, are firm and
unanimous in their principles of republicanism and
there is no better proof of it than they love what you
write and read it with delight. . . . Go on then in do-
ing with your pen what in other times was done with
the sword; show that reformation is more practicable
by operating on the mind than on the body of man.

To Thomas Paine, June 19, 1792

How much superior is the glory of establishing a
republic to that of wearing a crown.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Philadelphia, 
February 4, 1800

A nation ceases to be republican only when the will
of the majority ceases to be the law.

To the democratic citizens of Adams County, Pa., 
March 20, 1808
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The true principle is ever that of republicanism.
To William Duane, Monticello, August 12, 1810

[France] will end . . . in a representative govern-
ment, in a government in which the will of the peo-
ple will be an effective ingredient. This important
element has taken root in the European mind, and
will have its growth; their despots, sensible of this,
are already offering this modification of their gov-
ernments, as if of their own accord.

To Benjamin Austin, Monticello, January 9, 1816

Action by the citizens in person, in affairs within
their reach and competence and in all others by
representatives, chosen immediately, & removable
by themselves, constitutes the essence of a repub-
lic; that all governments are more or less republi-
can in proportion as this principle enters more or
less into their composition; and that a government
by representation is capable of extension over a
greater surface of country than one of any other
form.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Poplar Forest, April 24, 1816

Governments are more or less republican, as they
have more or less of the element of popular election
and control in their composition; and believing, as I
do, that the mass of the citizens is the safest deposito-
ry of their own rights, and especially, that the evils
flowing from the duperies of the people, are less inju-
rious than those from the egoism of their agents, I am

government 159



a friend to that constitution of government which has
in it the most of their ingredient.

To John Taylor, Monticello, May 28, 1816

The true foundation of republican government is
the equal right of every citizen in his person & prop-
erty, & in their management.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

In truth, the abuses of monarchy had so much filled
all the space of political contemplation, that we imag-
ined everything republican which was not monarchy.
We had not yet penetrated to the mother principle,
that “governments are republican only in proportion
as they embody the will of their people, and execute
it.” Hence, our first constitutions had really no leading
principles in them. But experience & reflection have
but more & more confirmed me in the particular im-
portance of the equal representation then proposed.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

[In the age of Aristotle] They had just ideas of the
value of personal liberty; but none at all of the struc-
ture of government best calculated to preserve it.
They knew no medium between a democracy (the
only pure republic, but impracticable beyond the lim-
its of a town) and an abandonment of themselves to
an aristocracy, or a tyranny, independent of the peo-
ple. It seems not to have occurred that where the citi-
zens cannot meet to transact their business in person,
they alone have the right to choose the agents who
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shall transact it; and that, in this way a republican, or
popular government, of the 2d grade of purity, may
be exercised over any extent of country. The full ex-
periment of a government democratical, but represen-
tative, was and is still reserved for us. The idea (taken
indeed from the little specimen formerly existing in
the English constitution, but now lost) has been car-
ried by us, more or less, into all our legislative and
Executive departments; but it has not yet, by any of
us, been pushed into all the ramifications of the sys-
tem, so far as to leave no authority existing not re-
sponsible to the people: whose rights however to the
exercise & fruits of their own industry, can never be
protected against the selfishness of rulers not subject
to their control at short periods. The introduction of
this new principle of representative democracy has
rendered useless almost every thing written before on
the structure of government.

To Isaac H. Tiffany, Monticello, August 26, 1816

All Europe, Russia excepted, has caught the spirit;
and all will attain representative government, more
or less perfect. This is now well understood to be a
necessary check on kings, whom they will probably
think it more prudent to chain and tame, than to ex-
terminate. To attain all this however rivers of blood
must yet flow, & years of desolation pass over, yet
the object is worth rivers of blood, and years of des-
olation. For what inheritance, so valuable, can man
leave to his posterity?

To John Adams, Monticello, September 4, 1823
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Modern times have the signal advantage too of hav-
ing discovered the only device by which these rights
can be secured, to wit, government by the people,
acting, not in person, but by representatives chosen
by themselves, that is to say, by every man of ripe
years, and sane mind, who either contributes by his
purse or person to the support of his country.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

In a republican nation, whose citizens are to be led by
reason and persuasion, and not by force, the art of
reasoning becomes of first importance.

To David Harding, Monticello, April 20, 1824

Road Building

Have you considered all the consequences of your
proposition respecting post roads? I view it as a
source of boundless patronage to the executive, job-
bing to members of Congress & their friends, and a
bottomless abyss of public money. You will begin
by only appropriating the surplus of the post-office
revenues; but the other revenues will soon be called
into their aid, and it will be a source of eternal
scramble among the members, who can get the
most money wasted in their state; and they will al-
ways get most who are meanest. We have thought
hitherto that the roads of a state could not be so
well administered even by the state legislature as
by the magistracy of the county, on the spot. What
will it be when a member of N. H. is to mark out a
road for Georgia? Does the power to establish post
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roads, given you by the Constitution, mean that you
shall make the roads, or only select from those al-
ready made, those on which there shall be a post? If
the term be equivocal (& I really do not think it so)
which is the safest construction? That which per-
mits a majority of Congress to go to cutting down
mountains & bridging of rivers, or the other which
if too restricted may be referred to the states for
amendment, securing still due measures & propor-
tion among us, and providing some means of infor-
mation to the members of Congress tantamount to
that ocular inspection which even in our county de-
terminations, the magistrate finds cannot be sup-
plied by any other evidence? The fortification of
harbors was liable to great objection. But national
circumstances furnished some color. In this case
there is none. The roads of America are the best in
the world except those of France and England. But
does the state of our population, the extent of our
internal commerce, the want of sea & river naviga-
tion, call for such expense on roads here, or are our
means adequate to it? Think of all this and a great
deal more which your good judgment will suggest,
and pardon my freedom.

To James Madison, Monticello, March 6, 1796

Searching for the Right Government

We have chanced to live in an age which will proba-
bly be distinguished in history, for its experiments
in government on a larger scale than has yet taken
place. But we shall not live to see the result. The
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grosser absurdities, such as hereditary magistracies,
we shall see exploded in our day, long experience
having already pronounced condemnation against
them. But what is to be the substitute? This our
children or grandchildren will answer. We may be
satisfied with the certain knowledge that none can
ever be tried so stupid, so unrighteous, so oppres-
sive, so destructive of every end for which honest
men enter into government, as that which their fore-
fathers had established, & their fathers alone ven-
ture to tumble headlong from the stations they have
so long abused. It is unfortunate that the efforts of
mankind to recover the freedom of which they have
been so long deprived, will be accompanied with vi-
olence, with errors & even with crimes. But while
we weep over the means, we must pray for the end.

To François D’Ivernois, Monticello, February 6, 1795

Self-Preservation

Self-preservation is paramount to all law. . . . Should
we have ever gained our revolution, if we had bound
our hands by manacles of the law, not only in the
beginning, but in any part of the revolutionary con-
flict? There are extreme cases where the laws be-
come inadequate even to their own preservation,
and where the universal resource is a dictator, or
martial law.

To James Brown, Washington, October 27, 1808

The question you propose, Whether circumstances
do not sometimes occur which make it a duty in
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officers of high trust to assume authorities beyond
the law, is easy of solution in principle, but some-
times embarrassing in practice. A strict observance of
the written laws is doubtless one of the high duties of
a good citizen, but it is not the highest. The laws of
necessity, of self-preservation, of saving our country
when in danger, are of higher obligation. To lose our
country by a scrupulous adherence to written law,
would be to lose the law itself, with life, liberty, prop-
erty & all those who are enjoying them with us; thus
absurdly sacrificing the end to the means. . . . The
unwritten laws of necessity, of self-preservation, & of
the public safety control the written laws of meum &
tuum.* . . .

The officer who is called to act on this superior
ground, does indeed risk himself on the justice of
the controlling powers of the constitution, and his
station makes it his duty to incur that risk. But
those controlling powers, and his fellow citizens
generally, are bound to judge according to the cir-
cumstances under which he acted. They are not to
transfer the information of this place or moment to
the time & place of his action; but to put themselves
into his situation. . . .

From these examples & principles you may see
what I think on the question proposed. They do not
go to the case of persons charged with petty duties,
where consequences are trifling, and time allowed for
a legal course, nor to authorize them to take such cas-
es out of the written law. In these, the example of
overleaping the law is of greater evil than a strict
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adherence to its imperfect provisions. It is incumbent
on those only who accept of great charges, to risk
themselves on great occasions, when the safety of the
nation, or some of its very high interests are at stake.
An officer is bound to obey orders; yet he would be a
bad one who should do it in cases for which they were
not intended, and which involved the most important
consequences. The line of discrimination between
cases may be difficult; but the good officer is bound to
draw it at his own peril, & throw himself on the jus-
tice of his country and the rectitude of his motives.

*the distinction between what is mine or one’s
own and what is yours or another’s

John B. Colvin, Monticello, September 20, 1810

Separation of Powers

The constitution intended that the three great
branches of the government should be co-ordinate,
& independent of each other. As to acts, therefore,
which are to be done by either, it has given no con-
trol to another branch.

To George W. Hay, Washington, June 2, 1807

The leading principle of our constitution is the in-
dependence of the Legislative, Executive and Judi-
ciary of each other.

To George W. Hay, Washington, June 20, 1807

State Constitutions

For tho’ we may say with confidence that the worst
of the American constitutions is better than the best
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which ever existed before in any other country, &
that they are wonderfully perfect for a first essay, yet
every human essay must have defects. It will remain
therefore to those now coming on the stage of public
affairs to perfect what has been so well begun by
those going off it.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, July 6, 1787

I have stated that the constitutions of our several
states vary more or less in some particulars. But
there are certain principles in which all agree, and
which all cherish as vitally essential to the protec-
tion of the life, liberty, property, and safety of the
citizen.

1. Freedom of religion, restricted only from acts
of trespass on that of others.
2. Freedom of person, securing every one from im-
prisonment, or other bodily restraint, but by the
laws of the land. This is effected by the well-
known law of Habeas Corpus.
3. Trial by jury, the best of safeguards for the
person, the property and the fame of every indi-
vidual.
4. The Exclusive right of legislation and taxation
in the representatives of the people.
5. Freedom of the press, subject only to liability
for personal injuries. This formidable Censor of
the public functionaries, by arraigning them at the
tribunal of public opinion, produces reform peace-
ably, which must otherwise be done by revolution.
It is also the best instrument for enlightening the
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mind of man, and improving him as a rational,
moral, and social being.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

Taxation

No experience has shown that a gift of perpetual
revenue secures a perpetual return of duty or of
kind disposition.

Resolutions of Congress on Lord North’s Conciliatory

Proposal, February 20, 1775

There never will be money in the treasury till the con-
federacy shows its teeth. The states must see the rod;
perhaps it must be felt by some one of them. I am per-
suaded all of them would rejoice to see every one
obliged to furnish its contributions. It is not the diffi-
culty of furnishing them which beggars the treasury,
but the fear that others will not furnish as much.

To James Monroe, Paris, August 11, 1786

Every circumstance we hear induces us to believe
that it is the want of will, rather than of ability, to
furnish contributions which keeps the public treasury
so poor.

To David Humphreys, Paris, August 14, 1786

If we can prevent the government from wasting the
labors of the people, under the pretense of taking
care of them, they must become happy.

To Thomas Cooper, Washington, 
January 29, 1802
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It is a wise rule, and should be fundamental in a
government disposed to cherish its credit, and at the
same time to restrain the use of it within the limits
of its faculties, “never to borrow a dollar without
laying a tax in the same instant for paying the inter-
est annually, and the principal within a given term;
and to consider that tax as pledged to the creditors
on the public faith.” On such a pledge as this, sacred-
ly observed, a government may always command, on
a reasonable interest, all the lendable money of their
citizens, while the necessity of an equivalent tax is a
salutary warning to them & their constituents against
oppressions, bankruptcy, & its inevitable conse-
quence, Revolution.

To John Wayles Eppes, Monticello, June 24, 1813

Taxation is in fact the most difficult function of gov-
ernment, and that against which their citizens are
most apt to be refractory. The general aim is there-
fore to adopt the mode most consonant with the cir-
cumstances and sentiments of the country.

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

The frequent recurrence of this chastening opera-
tion can alone restrain the propensity of govern-
ments to enlarge expense beyond income.

To Albert Gallatin, Monticello, December 26, 1820

Taxes on consumption like those on Capital or In-
come, to be just, must be uniform.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, May 3, 1823
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Two-Term President

I am sensible of the kindness of your rebuke on my
determination to retire from office at a time when
our country is laboring under difficulties truly great.
But if the principle of rotation be a sound one, as I
conscientiously believe it to be with respect to this
office, no pretext should ever be permitted to dis-
pense with it, because there never will be a time
when real difficulties will not exist, & furnish a
plausible pretext for dispensation.

To Henry Guest, Washington, January 4, 1809

Tyranny

The time to guard against corruption and tyranny, is
before they shall have gotten hold of us. It is better to
keep the wolf out of the fold, than to trust to drawing
his teeth and talons after he shall have entered.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

I have sworn upon the altar of god eternal hostility
against every form of tyranny over the mind of man.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, September 23, 1800

The Union

I consider the Union of these states as the first of
blessings, and as the first of duties the preservation
of that constitution which secures it.

Address to the U.S. Senate, Philadelphia, March 4, 1797

We shall never give up our Union, the last anchor
of our hope, & that alone which is to prevent this
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heavenly country from becoming an arena of gladi-
ators.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

Who can say what would be the evils of a scisson
and when & where they would end? Better keep
together as we are, hawl off from Europe as soon
as we can & from all attachments to any portions of
it, and if we feel their power just sufficiently to
hoop us together, it will be the happiest situation
in which we can exist.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, June 4, 1798

It is a momentous truth, & happily of universal im-
pression on the public mind that our safety rests on
the preservation of our union. Our citizens have wise-
ly formed themselves into one nation as to others, and
several states as among themselves.

To the General Assembly of Rhode Island, Washington,
May 26, 1801

The cement of this Union is in the heart blood of
every American.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, February 14, 1815

A nation united can never be conquered.
To John Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1816

Should time not be given [for both political parties
to cool], and the schism be pushed to separation, it
will be for a short term only. Two or three years trial
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will bring them back, like quarrelling lovers, to re-
newed embraces, and increased affection. The ex-
periment of separation would soon prove to both
that they had mutually miscalculated their best in-
terests. And even were the parties in Congress to se-
cede in a passion, the soberer people would call a
Convention and cement again the severance at-
tempted by the insanity of their functionaries.

To Richard Rush, Monticello, 
October 20, 1820

Vice President

The second is the only office in the world about
which I cannot decide in my own mind whether I
had rather have it or not have it. Pride does not enter
into the estimate. For I think with the Romans of
old, that the General of today should be a common
soldier tomorrow if necessary. But as to Mr. Adams
particularly, I could have no feelings which would
revolt at being placed in a secondary station to him.
I am his junior in life, I was his junior in Congress,
his junior in the diplomatic line, and lately his jun-
ior in our civil government.

To James Madison, Monticello, 
January 1, 1796
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Health, Medicine, and Exercise
s

Alcoholism

Mr. B’s habitual intoxication will destroy himself,
his fortune & family. Of all calamities this is the
greatest.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, 
January 7, 1798

The prostration of body and mind which the cheap-
ness of this liquor [i.e., whiskey] is spreading thro’
the mass of our citizens, now calls the attention of
the legislator on a very different principle. One of his
important duties is as guardian of those who from
causes susceptible of precise definition, cannot take
care of themselves. Such are infants, maniacs, gam-
blers, drunkards. The last, as much as the maniac,
requires restrictive measures to save him from the fa-
tal infatuation under which he is destroying his
health, his morals, his family and his usefulness to
society.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, May 3, 1823

Anatomy

Of all machines ours is the most complicated and in-
explicable.

To James Madison, Monticello, 
August 31, 1783



No knowledge can be more satisfactory to a man
than that of his own frame, its parts, their function
& actions.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, 
October 7, 1814

Cold-Water Bathing

Your practice of the cold bath thrice a week during
the winter, and at the age of 70, is a bold one, which I
should not, à priori,* have pronounced salutary. But
all theory must yield to experience, and every consti-
tution has its own laws. I have for 50 years bathed
my feet in cold water every morning (as you men-
tion) and having been remarkably exempted from
colds (not having had one in every 7 years of my life
on an average) I have supposed it might be ascribed
to that practice. When we see two facts accompany-
ing one another for a long time, we are apt to suppose
them related as cause and effect.

*deductively
To James Maury, Monticello, 
June 16, 1815

So free from catarrhs that I have not had one, (in
the breast, I mean) on an average of 8 or 10 years
thro’ life. I ascribe this exemption partly to the habit
of bathing my feet in cold water every morning, for
60 years past.

To Vine Utley, Monticello, 
March 21, 1819
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Cures

Where the disease is most deeply seated, there it
will be slowest in eradication.

To David Barrow, Monticello, 
May 1, 1815

Euthanasia

The most elegant thing of that kind known is a
preparation of the Jamestown weed, Datura-
Stramonium, invented by the French in the time of
Robespierre. Every man of firmness carried it con-
stantly in his pocket to anticipate the Guillotine. It
brings on the sleep of death as quietly as fatigue
does the ordinary sleep, without the least struggle
or motion. Condorcet, who had recourse to it, was
found lifeless on his bed a few minutes after his
landlady had left him there, and even the slipper
which she had observed half suspended on his foot,
was not shaken off. It seems far preferable to the Ve-
nesection of the Romans, the Hemlock of the
Greeks, and the Opium of the Turks. I have never
been able to learn what the preparation is, other
than a strong concentration of its lethiferous prin-
ciple. Could such a medicament be restrained to
self-administration, it ought not to be kept secret.
There are ills in life as desperate as intolerable, to
which it would be the rational relief, e.g. the invet-
erate cancer.

To Samuel Brown, Monticello, 
July 14, 1813
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Exercise

If the body be feeble, the mind will not be strong.
The sovereign invigorator of the body is exercise, and
of all the exercises walking is best.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, 
August 27, 1786

Exercise and application produce order in our af-
fairs, health of body, cheerfulness of mind, and these
make us precious to our friends.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, 
March 28, 1787

You are not . . . to consider yourself as unemployed
while taking exercise. That is necessary for your
health, and health is the first of all objects.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, 
March 28, 1787

I give more time to exercise of the body than of the
mind, believing it wholesome to both.

To David Howell, Monticello, December 15, 1810

The loss of the power of taking exercise would be a
sore affliction to me.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, August 17, 1811

Health

Health must not be sacrificed to learning. A strong
body makes the mind strong.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785
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Health is the first object.
To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, November 25, 1785

Knowledge indeed is desirable, a lovely possession,
but I do not scruple to say that health is more so. It
is of little consequence to store the mind with sci-
ence if the body be permitted to become debilitated.
If the body be feeble, the mind will not be strong.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, August 27, 1786

Experience learns us to be always anxious about the
health of those whom we love.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Health, without which there is no happiness. An at-
tention to health then should take place [over] every
other object. The time necessary to secure this by
active exercises, should be devoted to it in prefer-
ence to every other pursuit. I know the difficulty
with which a studious man tears himself from his
studies at any given moment of the day. But his
happiness & that of his family depends on it. The
most uninformed mind with a healthy body, is hap-
pier than the wisest valetudinarian.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, July 6, 1787

Health is the first requisite after morality.
To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

My florid health is calculated to keep my friends as
well as foes quiet as they should be.

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, December 20, 1801
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I was sorry . . . to learn the ill state of your health,
and I sincerely wish that this may find you better.
Young, temperate & prudent as you are, great con-
fidence may be reposed in the provision nature
has made for restoration of order in our system when
it has become deranged; she effects her object by
strengthening the whole system, towards which med-
icine is generally mischievous. Nor are the sedentary
habits of office friendly to it.

To Gideon Granger, Monticello, January 24, 1810

Hunger

Our machine, unsupported by food, is no longer un-
der the control of reason.

To George Gilmer, Philadelphia, June 28, 1793

Illness

Written accounts can hardly give one an exact idea
of the situation of a sick person.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, April 6, 1800

Medicine and Medical Practices

I am sorry to hear of Jefferson’s* indisposition, but
glad you do not physic him. This leaves nature free
and unembarrassed in her own tendencies to repair
what is wrong. I hope to hear or to find that he is re-
covered.

*Jefferson’s grandson, Thomas Jefferson Ran-
dolph

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, May 31, 1798
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The state of medicine is worse than that of total igno-
rance. Could we divest ourselves of every thing we
suppose we know in it, we should start from a higher
ground & with fairer prospects. From Hippocrates to
Brown we have had nothing but a succession of hy-
pothetical systems each having its day of vogue, like
the fashions & fancies of caps & gowns, & yielding in
turn to the next caprice. Yet the human frame, which
is to be the subject of suffering & torture under these
learned modes, does not change. We have a few med-
icines, as the bark, opium, mercury, which in a few
well defined diseases are of unquestionable virtue:
but the residuary list of the materia medica,* long as
it is, contains but the charlataneries of the art; and of
the diseases of doubtful form, physicians have ever
had a false knowledge, worse than ignorance, yet
surely the list of unequivocal diseases & remedies is
capable of enlargement.

*the remedial substances used in the practice of
medicine

To William Green Munford, June 18, 1799

The only sure foundations of medicine are in inti-
mate knowledge of the human body and observation
on the effects of medicinal substances on that.

To Caspar Wistar, Washington, June 21, 1807

Altho’ much of a skeptic in the practice of medicine,
I read with pleasure its ingenious theories.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, January 16, 1811
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I acknowledge facts in medicine as far as they go,
distrusting only their extension by theory.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, 
August 17, 1811

[For] some forms of disease, well known and well
defined, [medicine] has found substances which will
restore order to the human system, & it is to be
hoped that observation & experience will add to
their number. But a great mass of diseases remains
undistinguished, & unknown, exposed to the ran-
dom shot of the theory of the day.

To John Crawford, Monticello, January 2, 1812

Having little confidence in the theories of that art
[i.e., medicine], which change in their fashion with
the ladies’ caps and gowns, he has much in the
facts it has established by observation. The experi-
ence of physicians has proved that in certain forms
of disease, certain substances will restore order to
the human system; and he doubts not that contin-
ued observation will enlarge the catalogue, and give
relief to our posterity in cases wherein we are with-
out it.

To Ezra Sargeant, Monticello, February 3, 1812

Sports

Games played with the ball & others of the nature,
are too violent for the body & stamp no character on
the mind.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785
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Walking

The object of walking is to relax the mind. You
should therefore not permit yourself even to think
while you walk. But direct your attention by the ob-
jects surrounding you. Walking is the best possible
exercise. Habituate yourself to walk very far.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Of all exercises walking is best. . . . No one knows,
till he tries, how easily a habit of walking is ac-
quired. A person who never walked three miles will
in the course of a month become able to walk 15 or
20 without fatigue. I have known some great walk-
ers & had particular accounts of many more; and I
never knew or heard of one who was not healthy &
long lived. This species of exercise therefore is
much to be advised.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, 
August 27, 1786

History
s

History, by apprizing them of the past, will enable
them to judge of the future; it will avail them of the
experience of other times and other nations; it will
qualify them as judges of the actions and designs of
men; it will enable them to know ambition under
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every disguise it may assume; and knowing it, to de-
feat its views.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

I learn with great satisfaction that you are about
committing to the press the valuable historical and
state-papers you have been so long collecting. Time
& accident are committing daily havoc on the origi-
nals deposited in our public offices. The late war has
done the work of centuries in this business. The lost
cannot be recovered; but let us save what remains:
not by vaults and locks which fence them from the
public eye and use, in consigning them to the waste
of time, but by such a multiplication of copies, as
shall place them beyond the reach of accident.

To Ebenezer Hazard, Philadelphia, February 18, 1791

Wars & contentions indeed fill the pages of history
with more matter. But more blest is that nation whose
silent course of happiness furnishes nothing for histo-
ry to say. This is what I ambition for my own country.

To the Comte Diodati, Washington, March 29, 1807

History in general only informs us what bad gov-
ernment is.

To John Norvell, Washington, June 11, 1807

We are certainly indebted to those who think our
revolution worthy of their pen, and who will do jus-
tice to our actions and motives.

To Charles G. G. Botta, Monticello, July 15, 1810
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Wisdom & duty dictate an humble resignation to
the verdict of our future peers.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 27, 1813

It is truly unfortunate that those engaged in public
affairs so rarely make notes of transactions passing
within their knowledge. Hence history becomes fa-
ble instead of fact. The great outlines may be true,
but the incidents and coloring are according to the
faith or fancy of the writer.

To William Wirt, Monticello, 
August 14, 1814

The only exact testimony of a man is his actions,
leaving the reader to pronounce on them his own
judgment.

To Louis H. Girardin, Monticello, March 27, 1815

Prophecy is one thing, history another.
To Abigail Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1817

You say I must go to writing history. While in public
life, I had not time: and now that I am retired, I am
past the time. To write history requires a whole life
of observation, of enquiry, of labor and correction.
Its materials are not to be found among the ruins of a
decayed memory.

To Josephus B. Stuart, Monticello, May 10, 1817

[In sending Adams a pamphlet Jefferson asks that it
be returned.] I will ask its return, because I value it
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as a morsel of genuine history, a thing so rare as to
be always valuable.

To John Adams, Poplar Forest, September 8, 1817

I feel a much greater interest in knowing what passed
two or three thousand years ago, than in what is now
passing.

To Nathaniel Macon, Monticello, January 12, 1819

Multiplied testimony, multiplied views will be nec-
essary to give solid establishment to truth. Much is
known to one which is not known to another, and
no one knows everything. It is the sum of individual
knowledge which is to make up the whole truth,
and to give its correct current thro’ future time.

To William Johnson, Monticello, March 4, 1823

History may distort truth, and will distort it for a
time, by the superior efforts at justification of those
who are conscious of needing it most. Nor will the
opening scenes of our present government be seen
in their true aspect until the letters of the day, now
held in private hoards, shall be broken up and laid
open to public view.

To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823

It is the duty of every good citizen to use all the op-
portunities which occur to him, for preserving docu-
ments relating to the history of our country.

To Hugh P. Taylor, Monticello, October 4, 1823
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Historical facts . . . belong to the present, as well as
future times.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 
December 26, 1825

Jefferson’s Papers

The letters I have written while in public office are
in fact memorials of the transactions with which I
have been associated, and may at a future day fur-
nish something to the historian.

To William Short, Monticello, May 5, 1816

Altho’ I had not time to prepare anything express, my
letters (all preserved) will furnish the daily occur-
rences and views from my return from Europe in
1790, till I retired finally from office. These will com-
mand more conviction than anything I could have
written after my retirement; no day having ever
passed during that period without a letter to some-
body, written too in the moment, and in the warmth
and freshness of fact and feeling they will carry inter-
nal evidence that what they breathe is genuine. Selec-
tions from these after my death, may come out succes-
sively as the maturity of circumstances may render
their appearance seasonable.

To William Johnson, Monticello, March 4, 1823
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Human Action and Interaction
s

Acquiescence

An instance too of acquiescence, on our part, under
a wrong, rather than disturb our friendship by alter-
cations, may have its value in some future case.

To John Jay, Paris, August 11, 1786

[In writing from his deathbed] Acquiescence is a
duty, under circumstances not placed among those
we are permitted to control.

To Roger C. Weightman, Monticello, June 24, 1826

Anger

Anger only serves to torment ourselves, to divert
others, and alienate their esteem.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Be good, my dear, as I have always found you, never
be angry with any body nor speak harm of them, try
to let every body’s faults be forgotten as you would
wish your’s to be.

To Mary Jefferson, New York, April 11, 1790

When angry, count ten before you speak; if very an-
gry, an hundred.

To Thomas Jefferson Smith, 
February 21, 1825



Argumentativeness

An association of men who will not quarrel with one
another is a thing which never yet existed.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, June 4, 1798

In stating prudential rules for our government in
society, I must not omit the important one of never
entering into dispute or argument with another. I
never yet saw an instance of one of two disputants
convincing the other, by argument. I have seen
many, of them getting warm, becoming rude, &
shooting one another. Conviction is the effect of our
own dispassionate reasoning, either in solitude, or
weighing within ourselves, dispassionately what we
hear from others standing uncommitted in argu-
ment ourselves. It was one of the rules which above
all others made Doctor Franklin the most amiable of
men in society, “never to contradict any body.” If he
was urged to announce an opinion, he did it rather
by asking questions, as if for information, or by sug-
gesting doubts. When I hear another express an
opinion, which is not mine, I say to myself, he has a
right to his opinion, as I to mine; why should I
question it? His error does me no injury, and shall I
become a Don Quixote to bring all men by force of
argument to one opinion? If a fact be misstated, it is
probable he is gratified by a belief of it, & I have no
right to deprive him of the gratification. If he wants
information he will ask for it, & then I will give it in
measured terms; but if he still believes his own sto-
ry, & shows a desire to dispute the fact with me, I
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hear him & say nothing. It is his affair not mine, if
he prefers error. There are two classes of disputants
most frequently to be met with among us. The first
is of young students just entered the threshold of
science, with a first view of its outlines, not yet filled
up with the details & modifications which a further
progress would bring to their knowledge. The other
consists of the ill-tempered & rude men in society
who have taken up a passion for politics. (Good hu-
mor & politeness never introduce into mixed society,
a question on which they foresee there would be a
difference of opinion.) From both of those classes of
disputants, my dear Jefferson, keep aloof, as you
would from the infected subjects of yellow fever or
pestilence. Consider yourself, when with them, as
among the patients of Bedlam, needing medical more
than moral counsel. Be a listener only, keep within
yourself, and endeavor to establish with yourself the
habit of silence, especially in politics. In the fevered
state of our country, no good can ever result from any
attempt to set one of these fiery zealots to rights, ei-
ther in fact or principle. They are determined as to
the facts. They will believe, and the opinions on
which they will act. Get by them, therefore, as you
would by an angry bull; it is not for a man of sense to
dispute the road with such an animal.

To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington, 
November 24, 1808

In little disputes with your companions, give way
rather than insist on trifles, for their love and the
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approbation of others will be worth more to you
than the trifle in dispute.

To Francis Eppes, Monticello, May 21, 1816

Bearing Arms

None but an armed nation can dispense with a
standing army; to keep ours armed and disciplined,
is therefore at all times important, but especially so
at a moment when rights the most essential to our
welfare have been violated, and an infraction of
treaty committed without color or pretext.

To Unknown, Washington, February 25, 1803

The representation of the Committee of the county
of Jefferson, in New York, of which you are chair-
man, stating their want of arms, and asking a sup-
ply, has been duly received and considered. I learn
with great concern that a portion of our frontier so
interesting, so important, and so exposed, should
be so entirely unprovided with common fire-arms. I
did not suppose any part of the U.S. so destitute of
what is considered as among the first necessaries of
a farm-house. This circumstance gives me the more
concern as the laws of the U.S. do not permit their
arms to be delivered from the magazines but to
troops actually taking the field; and, indeed, were
the inhabitants on the whole of our frontier, of so
many thousands of miles, to be furnished from our
magazines, little would be left in them for actual
war. For the ordinary safety of the citizens of the
several states, whether against dangers from within
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or without, reliance has been placed either on the
domestic means of the individuals, or on those pro-
vided by the respective states. What those means
are in the state of New York, I am not informed;
but I have transmitted your representation to Gov-
ernor Tompkins, with an earnest recommendation
of it to his attention; and I have no doubt that his
solicitude for the welfare & safety of a portion so
imminently exposed of those under his immediate
care, will ensure to you whatever his authority and
his means will permit.

To Jacob J. Brown, Washington, January 27, 1808

Business Associates

A friendly intercourse between individuals who do
business together produces a mutual spirit of ac-
commodation useful to both parties.

To James Monroe, Paris, June 17, 1785

Candor

I always suppose that the most honest way of acting
for another is to give a true state of things without
disguise.

To Thomas Barclay, Paris, July 4, 1787

I fear this opinion may appear to you officious. But
having been consulted confidentially I cannot speak
by halves. I feel myself bound to express the whole
of my opinion if I express any part of it, and for this
the parties have called on me.

To Robert Pigott, Paris, June 3, 1788
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My own dispositions are as much against writing
mysteries, innuendos & half confidences.

To John Taylor, November 26, 1798

When I sat down to answer your letter, but two
courses presented themselves. Either to say nothing
or every thing; for half-confidences are not in my
character.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, January 26, 1799

Opportunities of candid explanation are so seldom
afforded me, that I must not lose them when they
occur.

To Barnabas Bidwell, Washington, July 5, 1806

I prefer candid and open expression.
To George Logan, Monticello, May 19, 1816

I cannot say things by halves.
To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Causation

It is impossible, where one sees like courses of
events commence, not to ascribe them to like causes.

To Governor William Plumer, Monticello, January 31, 1815

When we see two facts accompanying one another
for a long time, we are apt to suppose them related
as cause and effect.

To James Maury, Monticello, June 16, 1815
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Ceremony

I expect we shall rise in May. I shall go through the
Eastern shore, by Norfolk & up the S. side of James
river to Petersburg to Eppington, because the whole
route will be through a country I have never yet
seen. I say nothing of it to any body because I do not
wish to beget ceremony anywhere; or have any thing
to do with it. For the same reason I shall not call on
you in Richmond, but go from Eppington the direct
road home. Besides my hatred of ceremony, I believe
it better to avoid every occasion of the expression of
sentiments which might drag me into the newspa-
pers. I know that sometimes it is useful to furnish
occasions for the flame of public opinion to break out
from time to time; & that that opinion strengthens &
rallies numbers in that way. The federal party have
made powerful use of this. Yet I doubt whether we
ought not to rest solely on the slow but sure progress
of good sense & attachment to republicanism, &
build our fabric on a basis which can never give way.
This is most consonant to my own opinion, & espe-
cially to my dislike of being the Mannequin of a cer-
emony. I shall therefore avoid Richmond.

To James Monroe, Philadelphia, March 26, 1800

I never doubted the impropriety of our adopting as
a system that of pomp & fulsome attentions by our
citizens to their functionaries. I am decidedly against
it as degrading the citizen in his own eye, exalting
his functionary, & creating a distance between the
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two which does not tend to aid the morals of either.
I think it a practice which we ought to destroy &
must destroy, & therefore must not adopt as a gen-
eral thing, even for a short time.

To James Monroe, Philadelphia, April 13, 1800

Changing People’s Opinions

Don Quixote undertook to redress the bodily
wrongs of the world, but the redressment of mental
vagaries would be an enterprise more than Quixotic.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, 
July 19, 1822

Communications

Nothing but good can result from an exchange of
information and opinions between those whose cir-
cumstances and morals admit no doubt of the in-
tegrity of their views.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

Compromise

A government held together by the bands of reason
only, requires much compromise of opinion; that
things, even salutary, should not be crammed down
the throats of dissenting brethren, especially when
they may be put into a form to be willingly swal-
lowed, and that a great deal of indulgence is neces-
sary to strengthen habits of harmony and fraternity.

To Edward Livingston, Monticello, 
April 4, 1824
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Conversation

An hour of conversation would be worth a volume
of letters.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 8, 1816

Correcting Deception

[Referring to the newspaper essayist Decius] His
facts are far from truth and should be corrected.

To William A. Burwell, Monticello, September 17, 1806

Correspondence

Nothing can equal the dearth of American intelli-
gence in which we live here. I had formed no con-
ception of it. We might as well be in the moon. . . .
Our friends think that facts known to every body
there, cannot be unknown here. And all thinking so,
no one writes them.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, January 13, 1785

But why has no body else written to me? Is it that
one is forgotten as soon as their back is turned? I
have a better opinion of men. It must be either that
they think that the details known to themselves are
known to every body and so come to us thro’ a thou-
sand channels, or that we should set no value on
them. Nothing can be more erroneous than both
those opinions. We value those details, little and
great, public and private, in proportion to our dis-
tance from our own country: and so far are they
from getting to us through a thousand channels,
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that we hear no more of them or of our country here
than if we were among the dead.

To James Monroe, Paris, April 15, 1785

Unable to converse with my friends in person, I am
happy when I do it in black and white.

To Elizabeth House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786

Letters of business claiming their rights before
those of affection, we often write seldomest to those
whom we love most.

To Mary Jefferson Bolling, Paris, July 23, 1787

If you knew how agreeable to me are the details of
the small news of my neighborhood, your charity
would induce you to write frequently.

To George Gilmer, Paris, August 12, 1787

Young poets complain often that life is fleeting &
transient. We find in it seasons & situations howev-
er which move heavily enough. It will lighten them
to me if you will continue to honor me with your
correspondence.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, February 2, 1788

In matters of correspondence as well as of money,
you must never be in debt.

To Mary Jefferson, New York, June 13, 1790

I return to farming with an ardor which I scarcely
knew in my youth, and which has got the better

human action and interaction 195



entirely of my love of study. Instead of writing 10 or
12 letters a day, which I have been in the habit of
doing as a thing in course, I put off answering my
letters now, farmer-like, till a rainy day, & then find
them sometimes postponed by other necessary occu-
pations.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 25, 1794

I have long owed you a letter, for which my con-
science would not have let me rest in quiet but on the
consideration that the payment would not be worth
your acceptance. The debt is not merely for a letter
the common traffic of a day, but for valuable ideas,
which instructed me, which I have adopted, & am act-
ing on them.

To John Taylor, Monticello, December 29, 1794

A right of free correspondence between citizen & cit-
izen, on their joint interests, whether public or pri-
vate, & under whatsoever laws these interests arise
(to wit, of the state, of Congress, of France, Spain, or
Turkey) is a natural right; it is not the gift of any mu-
nicipal law either of England, of Virginia, or of Con-
gress, but in common with all our other natural
rights, is one of the objects for the protection of
which society is formed and municipal laws estab-
lished.

To James Monroe, Monticello, September 7, 1797

Truth requires me to add also that after being so
long chained to the writing table, I go to it with
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reluctance, and listen with partiality to every call
from any other quarter.

To William Lambert, Monticello, May 28, 1809

We must continue while here to exchange occasion-
ally our mutual good wishes.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, August 17, 1811

Sundays and rainy days are always days of writing
for the farmer.

To Charles Willson Peale, Poplar Forest, August 20, 1811

I cannot relinquish the right of correspondence with
those I have learnt to esteem.

To Levi Lincoln, Monticello, August 25, 1811

[Referring to his decade-long estrangement from
John and Abigail Adams] There is an awkwardness
which hangs over the resuming a correspondence so
long discontinued.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, December 5, 1811

Time, which withers the fancy, as the other faculties
of the mind and body, presses on me with a heavy
hand, and distance intercepts all personal inter-
course.

To Thomas Sully, Monticello, January 8, 1812

The drudgery of letter-writing often denies the
leisure of reading a single page in a week.

To Ezra Stiles, Monticello, June 25, 1819
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A line from my good old friends is like balm to my
soul.

To Nathaniel Macon, Monticello, November 23, 1821

Debt

Be assured that it gives much more pain to the
mind to be in debt, than to do without any article
whatever which we may seem to want.

To Martha Jefferson, Paris, June 14, 1787

The maxim of buying nothing without money in
our pocket to pay for it, would make of our country
one of the happiest upon earth.

To Alexander Donald, Paris, July 28, 1787

The torment of mind I endure till the moment shall
arrive when I shall not owe a shilling on earth is
such really as to render life of little value.

To Nicholas Lewis, Paris, July 29, 1787

The accumulation of debts is a most fearful evil.
To William Carmichael, Paris, September 25, 1787

I made a point of paying my workmen in preference
to all other claimants. I never parted with one with-
out settling with him, and giving him either his
money or my note. Every person that ever worked
from me can attest this, and that I always paid their
notes pretty soon. I am sure there did not exist one
of these notes unpaid when I left Virginia.

To Nicholas Lewis, Paris, July 11, 1788
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It is our principle to pay to a moment whatever we
have engaged, and never to engage what we cannot,
and mean not faithfully to pay.

To P. S. DuPont de Nemours, Washington, 
February 1, 1803

Defamation

Defamation is becoming a necessary of life; insomuch
that a dish of tea, in the morning or evening, cannot
be digested without this stimulant. Even those who
do not believe these abominations, still read them
with complacence to their auditors, and instead of the
abhorrence & indignation which should fill a virtu-
ous mind, betray a secret pleasure in the possibility
that some may believe them, tho they do not them-
selves. It seems to escape them that it is not he who
prints, but he who pays for printing a slander, who is
its real author.

To John Norvell, Washington, June 11, 1807

Delegation of Authority

There is no delegating a trust by halves.
To Alexander Donald, Philadelphia, 
November 25, 1790

Dependence

Dependence begets subservience and venality, suffo-
cates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for
the designs of ambition.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782
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Details

By analyzing too minutely we often reduce our sub-
ject to atoms of which the mind loses its hold.

To Edward Everett, Monticello, February 24, 1823

Duplicity

I disdain everything like duplicity.
To James Madison, Monticello, August 3, 1797

Errors

Error is the stuff of which the web of life is woven:
and he who lives longest and wisest is only able to
weave out the more of it.

To the Marquis de Chastellux, Paris, October 1786

It is always better to have no ideas than false ones
and to believe nothing, than to believe what is
wrong. In my mind, theories are more easily demol-
ished than rebuilt.

To Rev. James Madison, Paris, July 19, 1788

The errors and misfortunes of others should be a
school for our own instruction.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, January 7, 1798

I may have erred at times, no doubt I have erred. This
is the law of human nature. For honest errors however
indulgence may be hoped.

Speech to the U.S. Senate, February 28, 1801

Time and truth will at length correct error.
To the Comte de Volney, Washington, February 8, 1805
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Exceptions

There is no rule without exceptions: but it is false
reasoning which converts exceptions into the gener-
al rule.

To Thomas Law, Poplar Forest, June 13, 1814

Experience

I have ever found it dangerous to quit the road of
experience. New essays generally fail.

To John Trumbull, Paris, July 17, 1788

The ground I have already passed over enables me
to see my way into that which is before me.

To George Washington, Chesterfield, December 15, 1789

A little experience is worth a great deal of reading.
To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Washington, 
October 26, 1801

Experience alone brings skill.
To William H. Crawford, February 11, 1815

What has passed may be a lesson.
To James Maury, Monticello, June 15, 1815

But all theory must yield to experience, and every
constitution has its own laws.

To James Maury, Monticello, June 16, 1815

Yet experience & frequent disappointment have
taught me not to be overconfident in theories or
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calculations, until actual trial of the whole combina-
tion has stamped it with approbation.

To George Fleming, Monticello, December 29, 1815

Forty years of experience in government is worth a
century of book-reading.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Explanations

Explanations between reasonable men can never but
do good.

To James Monroe, Washington, March 10, 1808

False Hopes

To give you false hopes, would be to injure & not to
serve you.

To Jean Baptiste Duler, Paris, January 17, 1787

Favors

Those who have had, and who may yet have occa-
sion to ask favors, should never ask small ones.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Paris, June 15, 1786

Favors are doubly precious which, promoting the
present purposes of interest and of friendship, en-
large the foundations for their continuance and in-
crease.

To Charles Alexandre de Calonne, Paris, November 2, 1786

I am never happier than when I am performing
good offices for good people.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, November 1786
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Firmness

When we see ourselves in a situation which must be
endured & gone through, it is best to make up our
minds to it, meet it with firmness, & accommodate
every thing to it in the best way practicable. This
lessens the evil, while fretting & fuming only serves
to increase our own torment.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, 
January 7, 1798

Firmness on our part, but a passive firmness is the
true course.

To James Madison, Philadelphia, 
January 30, 1799

The patriot, like the Christian, must learn that to
bear revilings & persecutions is a part of his duty;
and in proportion as the trial is severe, firmness un-
der it becomes more requisite & praiseworthy.

To James Sullivan, Washington, May 21, 1805

First Impressions

The only thing to be feared is that the first impres-
sions will produce measures, which reflection & an
analysis of the whole transactions will be too late to
remedy.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, April 6, 1798

Folly

Every folly must run its round.
To John Adams, Monticello, July 5, 1814
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Force

With every barbarous people . . . force is law.
Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Force without conduct is easily baffled.
To Theodorus Bailey, Monticello, 
February 6, 1813

Force cannot change right.
To John Cartwright, Monticello, June 5, 1824

Formalities

It would be ridiculous in the present case to talk
about forms. There are situations when form must
be dispensed with. A man attacked by assassins will
call for help to those nearest him, & will not think
himself bound to silence till a magistrate may come
to his aid.

To William Short, Philadelphia, November 24, 1791

Fortunes

It is a quick multiplication of small profits which
makes the surest fortune in the end.

To J.P.P. Derieux, Paris, July 25, 1788

Future Conduct

You have justly resorted to the only proper ground,
that of estimating my future by my past conduct.

To William Jackson, Washington, 
February 18, 1801
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Gambling

Gambling . . . corrupts our dispositions, and teaches
us a habit of hostility against all mankind.

To Martha Jefferson, Canal of Languedoc, May 21, 1787

Gentlemen, I received, some time ago your letter of
Feb. 28, covering a printed scheme of a lottery for
the benefit of the East Tennessee college, & propos-
ing to send tickets to me to be disposed of. It would
be impossible for them to come to a more inefficient
hand. I rarely go from home, & consequently see
but a few neighbors & friends, who occasionally call
on me. And having myself made it a rule never to
engage in a lottery or any other adventure of mere
chance, I can, with the less candor or effect, urge it
on others, however laudable & desirable its object
may be.

To the trustees for the lottery of East Tennessee College,
Monticello, May 6, 1810

General Agreement

You & I may differ occasionally in details of minor
consequence, as no two minds, more than two faces
are the same in every feature. But our general ob-
jects are the same.

To William Johnson, Monticello, June 12, 1823

Good People

Good people naturally grow together.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 19, 1786
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Good Wishes

Good wishes are all an old man has to offer to his
country or friends.

To Thomas Law, Monticello, January 15, 1811

Prayers . . . are the only weapons of an old man.
To Edward Coles, Monticello, August 25, 1814

Gradualness

We must be contented to travel on towards perfec-
tion, step by step.

To the Comte de Moustier, Paris, May 17, 1788

If we cannot do everything at once, let us do one
thing at a time.

To John Breckenridge, Monticello, February 15, 1821

Guidelines

We find that both law and expediency draw a line
for our guide.

To Samuel Smith, Washington, July 30, 1807

Halfway Measures

Things which are just or handsome should never be
done by halves.

To Benjamin Harrison, Paris, January 12, 1785

Hospitality

You shall find with me a room, bed, & plate with a
hearty welcome.

To James Monroe, Paris, December 10, 1784
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Such is the hospitality in that country [America], &
their disposition to assist strangers, that he may
boldly go to any good house he sees, and make the
enquiry he needs. He will be sure to be kindly re-
ceived, honestly informed, and accommodated in a
hospitable way, without any other introduction than
an information who he is, & what are his views.

To Thomas Digges, Paris, June 19, 1788

When we have long expected the visit of a dear
friend, he is welcome when he comes, and all who
come with him.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, July 27, 1788

Call on me in your turn, whenever you come to
town: and if it should be about the hour of three, I
shall rejoice the more. You will find a bad dinner, a
good glass of wine, and a host thankful for your fa-
vor, and desirous of encouraging repetitions of it
without number, form or ceremony.

To Richard Peters, Philadelphia, June 30, 1791

Should you return to the U.S., perhaps your curios-
ity may lead you to visit the hermit of Monticello.
He will receive you with affection & delight.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Washington, 
March 2, 1809

Come as you will, or as you can, it will always be joy
enough to me.

To Caesar A. Rodney, Monticello, March 16, 1815
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You know our practice of placing our guests at their
ease, by showing them we are so ourselves & that
we follow our necessary vocations, instead of fatigu-
ing them by hanging unremittingly on their shoul-
ders.

To Francis W. Gilmer, Monticello, June 7, 1816

Idealism

Men come into business at first with visionary prin-
ciples. It is practice alone which can correct & con-
form them to the actual current of affairs.

To James Madison, Paris, May 25, 1788

Immigration

I am of opinion that American tenants for Western
lands could not be procured, & if they could, they
would be very unsure. The best as far as I have been
able to judge are foreigners who do not speak the
language. Unable to communicate with the people
of the country they confine themselves to their farms
& their families, compare their present state to what
it was in Europe, & find great reason to be contented.
Of all foreigners I should prefer Germans. They are
the easiest got, the best for their landlord, & do best
for themselves.

To Richard Claiborne, Paris, August 8, 1787

If ever there was a case where a law could impose
no other obligation than the risk of the arbitrary
penalty it is that which makes the country in which
a man happens to be born his perpetual prison,
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obliging him to starve in that rather than seek an-
other where he can find the means of subsistence.

To Alexander McRae, Monticello, August 27, 1809

I lament the misfortune of the persons who have been
driven from Cuba to seek Asylum with you [in New
Orleans]. This it is impossible to refuse them, or to
withhold any relief they can need. We should be mon-
sters to shut the door against such sufferers. True, it is
not a population we can desire, at that place, because
it retards the desired epoch of its becoming entirely
American in spirit. No people on earth retain their na-
tional adherence longer or more warmly than the
French. But such considerations are not to prevent us
from taking up human beings from a wreck at sea.
Gratitude will doubtless secure their fidelity to the
country which has received them into its bosom.

To William C. C. Claiborne, Monticello, 
September 10, 1809

Incredulity

On account of the multitude of falsehoods always
current here, under specious appearances, I am
obliged to be slow of belief.

To John Jay, Paris, February 5, 1788

Indiscretions

It is sometimes difficult to decide whether indiscre-
tions . . . had better be treated with silence, or due
notice.

To George Washington, Philadelphia, February 16, 1793

human action and interaction 209



Indulgence

I may have erred at times—no doubt I have erred;
this is the law of human nature. For honest errors,
however, indulgence may be hoped.

Speech to the U.S. Senate, February 28, 1801

Information

I value no act of friendship so highly as the commu-
nicating facts to me which I am not in the way of
knowing otherwise, and could not therefore other-
wise guard against.

To Wilson Cary Nicholas, Washington, March 20, 1808

I always consider it as the most friendly office which
can be rendered me, to be informed of any thing
which is going amiss, and which I can remedy.

To Wilson Cary Nicholas, Washington, 
December 22, 1808

Insufficient Clues

You have puzzled me with your scrap about a some-
thing which has turned up of which you say you
spoke to me in November &c. &c. I cannot find this
out. You should remember that tho’ a word is
enough to the wise, it is not to the foolish. I shall
hope therefore a further detail.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, May 4, 1786

Insult

An insult unpunished is the parent of many others.
To John Jay, the secretary for foreign affairs, Paris, 
August 23, 1785
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It should ever be held in mind that insult & war are
the consequences of a want of respectability in the
national character.

To James Madison, Paris, February 8, 1786

One insult pocketed soon produces another.
To President George Washington, New York, 
August 28, 1790

Acquiescence under insult is not the way to escape
war.

To Henry Tazwell, Monticello, September 13, 1795

Interest

Interest is not the strongest passion in the human
breast.

To David Ross, Paris, May 8, 1786

Intrigue

Nothing is so mistaken as the supposition that a per-
son is to extricate himself from a difficulty, by in-
trigue, by chicanery, by dissimulation, by trimming,
by an untruth, by an injustice. This increases the dif-
ficulties tenfold, & those who pursue these methods,
get themselves so involved at length that they can
turn no way but their infamy becomes more exposed.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Introductions

The most friendly office one can perform is to make
worthy characters acquainted with one another.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, November 1786
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It is rendering mutual service to men of virtue & un-
derstanding to make them acquainted with one an-
other.

To Richard Price, Paris, July 11, 1788

Joy

Present joys are damped by a consciousness that
they are passing from us; and past ones are the sub-
ject of sorrow and regret.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 24, 1786

Kindness

Above all things lose no occasion of exercising your
dispositions to be grateful, to be generous, to be
charitable, to be humane, to be true, just, firm, or-
derly, courageous, &c. Consider every act of this
kind as an exercise which will strengthen your
moral faculties & increase your worth.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

The Lesser of Two Evils

It is a melancholy law of human societies to be com-
pelled sometimes to choose a great evil in order to
ward off a greater.

To William Short, Monticello, November 28, 1814

Lies

It is of great importance to set a resolution, not to be
shaken, never to tell an untruth. There is no vice so
mean, so pitiful, so contemptible & he who permits
himself to tell a lie once, finds it much easier to do it
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a second & third time, till at length it becomes ha-
bitual, he tells lies without attending to it, & truths
without the world’s believing him. This falsehood of
the tongue leads to that of the heart, & in time de-
praves all its good dispositions.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Teach her to be always true. No vice is so mean as
the want of truth, and at the same time so useless.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Wonderful is the effect of impudent & persevering
lying.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, 
November 13, 1787

By often repeating an untruth men come to believe
it themselves.

To John Melish, Monticello, January 13, 1813

Listening

Be a listener only, keep within yourself, and endeav-
or to establish with yourself the habit of silence, es-
pecially in politics.

To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington, 
November 24, 1808

Living within Our Means

To conform to our circumstances is true honor: and
the only shame is to live beyond them.

To J.P.P. Derieux, Paris, July 25, 1788
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Long-Windedness

Speeches measured by the hour, die with the hour.
To David Harding, Monticello, April 20, 1824

Manners

The imitation of European manners which you will
find in our towns will I fear be little pleasing.

To Madame de Bréhan, Paris, October 9, 1787

The manners of every nation are the standard of or-
thodoxy within itself. But these standards being ar-
bitrary, reasonable people in all allow free toleration
for the manners, as for the religion of others.

To Jean Baptiste Say, Monticello, March 2, 1815

Mischief

Mischief may be done negatively as well as positively.
To John Adams, Monticello, October 28, 1813

Motivation

Every honest man will suppose honest acts to flow
from honest principles [not from a desire for popu-
larity].

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, 
December 20, 1801

Naysayers

There is nothing against which human ingenuity
will not be able to find something to say.

To Gideon Granger, Washington, May 3, 1801
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Neighbors

Without society, and a society to our taste, humans
are never contented.

To James Monroe, Paris, December 18, 1786

I am happy to find you are on good terms with your
neighbors. It is almost the most important circum-
stance in life, since nothing is so corroding as fre-
quently to meet persons with whom one has any dif-
ference. The ill-will of a single neighbor is an
immense drawback on the happiness of life, and
therefore their good will cannot be bought too dear.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, May 8, 1791

The Next Generation

These recollections prove, my friend, that we are no
longer young. Those whom we knew [as] children
have now their children and are pressing us towards
a door out of which they must follow us.

To Samuel Henley, Paris, November 27, 1785

That the earth belongs in usufruct to the living:
that the dead have neither powers nor rights over it.
The portion occupied by any individual ceases to be
his when [he] himself ceases to be, & reverts to the
society.

To James Madison, Paris, September 6, 1789

I console myself with the reflection that those who
will come after us will be as wise as we are, & as
able to take care of themselves as we have been.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Monticello, April 15, 1811
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Nothing is more incumbent on the old, than to
know when they should get out of the way, and re-
linquish to younger successors the honors they can
no longer earn, and the duties they can no longer
perform.

To John Vaughan, Monticello, February 5, 1815

The boys of this age are to be the men of the next; . . .
they should be prepared to receive the holy charge
which we are cherishing to deliver over to them.

To James Breckenridge, Monticello, February 15, 1821

It is a law of nature that the generations of men
should give way, one to another, and I hope that the
one now on the stage will preserve for their sons the
political blessings delivered into their hands by their
fathers. Time indeed changes manners and notions,
and so far we must expect institutions to bend to
them. But time produces also corruption of principles,
and against this it is the duty of good citizens to be
ever on the watch, and if the gangrene is to prevail at
last, let the day be kept off as long as possible.

To Spencer Roane, Monticello, March 9, 1821

Opportunity

You live in a country where talents, learning, and
honesty are so much called for that every man who
possesses these may be what he pleases. Can there
be a higher inducement to acquire them at every
possible expense of time and labor?

To John Garland Jefferson, Monticello, October 11, 1791
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Nature will not give you a second life wherein to
atone for the omissions of this.

To Joseph C. Cabell, Monticello, January 31, 1821

Patience

Patience will bring all to rights.
To Horatio Gates, Philadelphia, May 30, 1797

Persuasiveness

I have no supernatural power to impress truth on
the mind of another.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

Persuasion, perseverance, and patience are the best
advocates on questions depending on the will of
others.

To James Heaton, Monticello, May 20, 1826

Politeness

With respect to what are termed political manners,
without sacrificing too much the sincerity of lan-
guage, I would wish my countrymen to adopt just
so much of European politeness as to be ready to
make all those little sacrifices of self which really
render European manners amiable, and relieve soci-
ety from the disagreeable scenes to which rudeness
often exposes it. Here it seems that a man might
pass a life without encountering a single rudeness.

To Charles Bellini, Paris, September 30, 1785

In truth, politeness is artificial good humor, it covers
the natural want of it, & ends by rendering habitual
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a substitute nearly equivalent to the real virtue. It is
the practice of sacrificing to those whom we meet in
society all the little conveniences & preferences
which will gratify them, & deprive us of nothing
worth a moment’s consideration; it is the giving a
pleasing & flattering turn to our expressions which
will conciliate others, and make them pleased with
us as well as themselves. How cheap a price for the
good will of another!

To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington, 
November 24, 1808

Praise

Go on deserving applause, and you will be sure to
meet with it: and the way to deserve it is, to be
good, & to be industrious.

To John Wayles Eppes, Paris, July 28, 1787

Approbation of my fellow citizens is the richest
reward I can receive.

To Richard M. Johnson, Washington, March 10, 1808

To be praised by those who themselves deserve all
praise, is a gratification of high order. Their approba-
tion who, having been high in office themselves, have
information & talents to guide their judgment, is a
consolation deeply felt.

To Larkin Smith, Monticello, April 15, 1809

The approbation of the good is always consoling.
To Count Pahlen of Russia, Monticello, July 13, 1810
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Precedents

A departure from principle in one instance becomes
a precedent for a 2d., that 2d. for a 3d. and so on, till
the bulk of the society is reduced to be mere automa-
tons of misery, to have no sensibilities left but for
sinning and suffering.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Privacy

If we are made in some degree for others, yet in a
greater are we made for ourselves.

To James Monroe, Monticello, May 20, 1782

A room to myself, if it be but a barrack, is indispen-
sable.

To James Madison, Monticello, August 31, 1783

Private Meetings

I have always seen business done more easily and
more amicably, where the parties have met in a
friendly way and at a private house where they
would have the leisure and the dispositions to ex-
plain and approximate their opinions, than in a pub-
lic place, confined to a particular hour, and pressed
and interrupted by other business.

To Benjamin Carter Waller, Monticello, October 9, 1794

Procrastination

[Jefferson’s not responding to letters has] been de-
layed by a blamable spirit of procrastination for ever
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suggesting to our indolence that we need not do to-
day what may be done tomorrow.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, May 29, 1797

Instead of acting on the good old maxim of not put-
ting off to tomorrow what we can do to-day, we are
too apt to reverse it, & not to do today what we can
put off tomorrow.

To James Maury, Monticello, April 25, 1812

Progress

Truth advances, & error recedes step by step only;
and to do to our fellow-men the most good in our
power, we must lead where we can, follow where we
cannot, and still go with them, watching always the
favorable moment for helping them to another step.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, October 7, 1814

Proof

Proof is the duty of the affirmative side. A negative
cannot be positively proved.

To Martin Van Buren, Monticello, June 29, 1824

Reclusion

Nobody will care for him who cares for nobody.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

Recovery

It is better to turn from the contemplation of our
misfortunes to the resources we possess for extricat-
ing ourselves.

To James Currie, Paris, August 4, 1787
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Repentence

When sins are dear to us we are but too prone to
slide into them again. The act of repentance itself is
often sweetened with the thought that it clears our
account for a repetition of the same sin.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 19, 1786

Resolution

We are always equal to what we undertake with res-
olution. . . . Industry and resolution are all that are
wanting. . . . Be industrious then, my dear child.
Think nothing insurmountable by resolution and
application, you will be all that I wish you to be.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

Ridicule

Ridicule was also resorted to, the ordinary substi-
tute for reason, when that fails.

To Lewis M. Wiss, Monticello, November 27, 1825

Rules

Learn yourself the habit of adhering vigorously to
the rules you lay down for yourself.

To Martha Jefferson, Paris, June 14, 1787

The forming a general rule requires great caution.
To George Washington, Philadelphia, no date 
[September 1793]

Second Best

We cannot always do what is absolutely best.
To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, October 7, 1814
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Secrecy

I have news from America as late as July 19. Noth-
ing had then transpired from the Federal conven-
tion. I am sorry they began their deliberations by so
abominable a precedent as that of tying up the
tongues of their members. Nothing can justify this
example but the innocence of their intentions, & ig-
norance of the value of public discussions. I have no
doubt that all their other measures will be good &
wise. It is really an assembly of demigods.

To John Adams, Paris, August 30, 1787

I have not been in the habit of mysterious reserve on
any subject, nor of buttoning up my opinions within
my own doublet.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Sensibility

Sensibility of mind is indeed the parent of every
virtue: but it is the parent of much misery too.

To Lucy Paradise Barziza, Paris, July 8, 1788

Series of Events

Good things, as well as evil, go in a train.
To John Taylor, Monticello, December 29, 1794

Silence

Silence speaks I think plain enough.
To Peregrine Fitzhugh, Philadelphia, 
February 23, 1798
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Remember that we often repent of what we have
said, but never of that which we have not.

To Gideon Granger, Monticello, March 9, 1814

Sincerity

It is a proof of sincerity, which I value above all
things; as, between those who practice it, falsehood
& malice work their efforts in vain.

To William Duane, Washington, March 22, 1806

Slander

There is not a truth on earth which I fear or would
disguise. But secret slanders cannot be disarmed
because they are secret.

To William Duane, Washington, March 22, 1806

Let us not then, my dear friend, embark our happi-
ness and our affections on the ocean of slander, of
falsehood and of malice, on which our credulous
friends are floating.

To James Monroe, Washington, March 10, 1808

Solitude

The bloom of Monticello is chilled by my solitude.
To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Monticello, 
March 27, 1797

Speculation

The wealth acquired by speculation & plunder is fu-
gacious in its nature and fills society with the spirit
of gambling.

To George Washington, Paris, August 14, 1787
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It is vain for common sense to urge that nothing can
produce but nothing: that it is an idle dream to be-
lieve in a philosopher’s stone which is to turn every
thing into gold, and to redeem man from the original
sentence of his maker, “in the sweat of his brow shall
he eat his bread.”

To Charles Yancey, Monticello, January 6, 1816

Surprises

I suspect, by the account you give me of your gar-
den, that you mean a surprise, as good singers al-
ways preface their performances by complaints of
cold, hoarseness, etc.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
June 22, 1792

Suspicions

I should not be willing to substitute suspicion for
proof.

To James Jackson, Washington, February 16, 1803

It is so easy to excite suspicions, that none are to be
wondered at.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Washington, February 18, 1803

Sympathy

When languishing then under disease, how grateful
is the solace of our friends! How are we penetrated
with their assiduities & attentions! How much are
we supported by their encouragements & kind of-
fices! When Heaven has taken from us some object
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of our love, how sweet is it to have a bosom whereon
to recline our heads, & into which we may pour the
torrents of our tears! Grief, with such a comfort, is
almost a luxury!

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

Tranquility

Tranquility is the old man’s milk.
To Edward Rutledge, Philadelphia, June 24, 1797

Tranquility is the summum bonum* of a Septage-
naire.

*the supreme good
To John Melish, January 13, 1813

I had hoped, when I retired from the business of the
world, that I should have been permitted to pass the
evening of life in tranquility, undisturbed by the
peltings and passions of which the public papers are
the vehicles.

To Thomas Leiper, Monticello, January 1, 1814

Tranquility, at my age, is the balm of life.
To P. H. Wendover, Monticello, March 13, 1815

Tranquility is the softest pillow for the head of old
age.

To William Short, Monticello, May 5, 1816

To procure tranquility of mind we must avoid desire
& fear, the two principal diseases of the mind.

To William Short, Monticello, October 31, 1819
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Truth

It is error alone which needs the support of govern-
ment. Truth can stand by itself.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Truth, between candid minds, can never do harm.
To John Adams, Philadelphia, July 17, 1791

There is not a truth on earth which I fear or would
disguise.

To William Duane, Washington, March 22, 1806

I feel no falsehood, and fear no truth.
To Isaac Hillard, Monticello, October 9, 1810

About facts you and I cannot differ; because truth is
our mutual guide.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 15, 1813

Truth advances, & error recedes step by step only.
To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, October 7, 1814

The man who fears no truths has nothing to fear
from lies.

To George Logan, Monticello, June 20, 1816

Truth being as cheap as error, it is as well to rectify
it for our own satisfaction.

To John Adams, Monticello, September 4, 1823

Time, will in the end, produce the truth.
To William Short, Monticello, January 8, 1825
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All should be laid open to you without reserve, for
there is not a truth existing which I fear, or would
wish unknown to the whole world.

To Henry Lee, Monticello, May 15, 1826

Human Nature
s

Mankind soon learn to make interested uses of every
right and power which they possess, or may assume.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Human nature is the same on every side of the At-
lantic, and will be alike influenced by the same cause.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The reflections into which it leads us are not very
flattering to the human species. In the whole Animal
kingdom I recollect no family but Man, steadily &
systematically employed in the destruction of itself.
Nor does what is called civilization produce any oth-
er effect than to teach him to pursue the principle of
the bellum omnium in omnia* on a greater scale, &
instead of the little contest between tribe and tribe,
to comprehend all the quarters of the earth in the
same work of destruction. If to this we add that as to
other animals, the lions & tigers are mere lambs com-
pared with Man as a destroyer, we must conclude
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All should be laid open to you without reserve, for
there is not a truth existing which I fear, or would
wish unknown to the whole world.

To Henry Lee, Monticello, May 15, 1826

Human Nature
s

Mankind soon learn to make interested uses of every
right and power which they possess, or may assume.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Human nature is the same on every side of the At-
lantic, and will be alike influenced by the same cause.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The reflections into which it leads us are not very
flattering to the human species. In the whole Animal
kingdom I recollect no family but Man, steadily &
systematically employed in the destruction of itself.
Nor does what is called civilization produce any oth-
er effect than to teach him to pursue the principle of
the bellum omnium in omnia* on a greater scale, &
instead of the little contest between tribe and tribe,
to comprehend all the quarters of the earth in the
same work of destruction. If to this we add that as to
other animals, the lions & tigers are mere lambs com-
pared with Man as a destroyer, we must conclude
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that Nature has been able to find in Man alone a suf-
ficient barrier against the too great multiplication of
other animals and of Man himself, an equilibrating
power against the fecundity of generation.

*the war of all against all
To James Madison, Monticello, January 1, 1796

I am among those who think well of the human char-
acter generally. I consider man as formed for society,
and endowed by nature with those dispositions which
fit him for society.

To William Green Munford, June 18, 1799

Morality, compassion, generosity are innate elements
of the human constitution.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Poplar Forest, 
April 24, 1816

Ambition

The little spice of ambition which I had in my
younger days has long since evaporated, and I set
still less store by a posthumous than present name.

To James Madison, Monticello, April 27, 1795

Ambition is long since dead in my mind.
To Thomas Mann Randolph, Monticello, 
November 28, 1796

Bigotry

All bigotries hang to one another.
To John Adams, Monticello, January 24, 1814
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Bigotry is the disease of ignorance, of morbid minds;
enthusiasm of the free and buoyant. Education & free
discussion are the antidotes of both.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

Ignorance & bigotry, like other insanities, are in-
capable of self-government.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, 
May 14, 1817

Common Sense

I can never fear that things will go far wrong where
common sense has fair play.

To John Adams, Paris, December 20, 1786

Let common sense & common honesty have fair play
& they will soon set things to rights.

To Ezra Stiles, Paris, December 24, 1786

There are no mysteries in it. Difficulties indeed
sometimes arise; but common sense and honest in-
tentions will generally steer thro’ them.

To Josephus B. Stuart, Monticello, 
May 10, 1817

Confidence

We confide in our own strength, without boasting
of it; we respect that of others, without fearing it.

To William Carmichael and William Short, Philadelphia,
June 30, 1793
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Conviction

A conviction that we are right accomplishes half the
difficulty of correcting wrong.

To Archibald Thweat, Monticello, January 19, 1821

Curiosity

Man . . . is in all his shapes a curious animal.
To the Comte de Volney, Monticello, January 8, 1797

Cynicism

There is no act, however virtuous, for which inge-
nuity may not find some bad motive.

To Edward Dowse, Washington, April 19, 1803

Doubt

In cases of doubt it is better to say too little than too
much.

To President George Washington, Philadelphia, 
July 30, 1791

Ennui

Ennui, the most dangerous poison of life. . . . In a
world which furnishes so many employments which
are useful, and so many which are amusing, it is our
own fault if we ever know what ennui is.

To Martha Jefferson, Canal of Languedoc, 
May 21, 1787

Envy

Envy & malice will never be quiet.
To Abigail Adams, Paris, September 25, 1785
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Evil

It is a happy circumstance in human affairs that evils
which are not cured in one way, will cure themselves
in some other.

To Sir John Sinclair, Philadelphia, 
August 24, 1791

When great evils happen, I am in the habit of look-
ing out for what good may arise from them as con-
solations to us; and Providence has in fact so estab-
lished the order of things as that most evils are the
means of producing some good.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, 
September 23, 1800

It is the melancholy law of human societies to be
compelled sometimes to choose a great evil in order
to ward off a greater.

To William Short, Monticello, November 28, 1814

Expedience

The mind of man is full of expedients.
To the Comte de Moustier, Paris, May 20, 1789

Fallibility

I do not pretend . . . to be infallible.
To Nicholas Lewis, Paris, July 11, 1788

I have no right to assume infallibility.
To Caesar A. Rodney, Monticello, 
September 25, 1810
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Favoritism

To unequal privileges among members of the same
society the spirit of our nation is, with one accord
adverse.

To Hugh White, Washington, May 2, 1801

Fortitude

Fortitude . . . teaches us to meet and surmount diffi-
culties; not to fly from them, like cowards, and to fly
too in vain, for they will meet and arrest us at every
turn of our road.

To William Short, Monticello, 
October 31, 1819

Frugality

Would a missionary appear who would make fru-
gality the basis of his religious system, and go thro
the land preaching it up as the only road to salva-
tion, I would join his school.

To John Page, Paris, May 4, 1786

Generosity

True generosity . . . will induce you to give me op-
portunities of returning your obligations.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, November 20, 1785

Take more pleasure in giving what is best to anoth-
er than in having it yourself, and then all the world
will love you, and I more than all the world.

To Mary Jefferson, New York, April 11, 1790
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Good Faith

Good faith is every man’s surest guide.
Proclamation announcing Paris Peace Treaty of 1783,
January 14, 1784

Good Humor

We had all rather associate with a good humored,
light-principled man than with an ill tempered rig-
orist in morality.

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, January 3, 1808

Above all things, and at all times, practice yourself
in good humor; this of all human qualities is the
most amiable and endearing to society.

To Francis Eppes, Monticello, May 21, 1816

Good Qualities

Good qualities are sometimes misfortunes.
To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, January 3, 1786

Good Sense

The good sense of the people will be found the best
army.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, 
December 20, 1786

The good sense of the people will soon lead them
back, if they have erred in a moment of surprise.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, 
December 21, 1786
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I am satisfied the good sense of the people is the
strongest army our government can ever have, & that
it will not fail them.

To William Carmichael, Paris, December 26, 1786

Habits

I am past the age for changing habits.
To Eliza House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786

To introduce the habit we have only to let the mer-
chants alone.

To the Comte de Montmorin, Paris, July 23, 1787

I find as I advance in life I become less capable of
acquiring new affections & therefore I love to hang
by my old ones.

To Alexander Donald, Philadelphia, May 13, 1791

It is very difficult to persuade the great body of
mankind to give up what they have once learned, &
are now masters of, for something to be learnt anew.
Time alone insensibly wears down old habits, and
produces small changes at long intervals, and to this
process we must all accommodate ourselves, and be
content to follow those who will not follow us.

To John Wilson, Monticello, August 17, 1813

Habit alone confounds what is civil practice with
natural right.

To Thomas Earle, Monticello, 
September 24, 1823
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Happiness

Our greatest happiness . . . is always the result of a
good conscience, good health, occupation, and free-
dom in all just pursuits.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

My principal happiness is now in the retrospect of
life.

To John Page, Paris, August 20, 1785

He is happiest of whom the world says least, good
or bad.

To John Adams, Paris, August 27, 1786

You have seen enough of the different conditions of
life to know that it is neither wealth nor splendor,
but tranquility and occupation that give happiness.
This truth I can confirm to you from longer obser-
vation and a greater scope of experience.

To Anna Jefferson Marks, Paris, July 12, 1788

Be assiduous in learning, take much exercise for
your health & practice much virtue. Health, learn-
ing & virtue will ensure your happiness; they will
give you a quiet conscience, private esteem & public
honor. Beyond these we want nothing but physical
necessaries; and they are easily obtained.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 6, 1788

Your own happiness will be the greater as you per-
ceive that you promote that of others.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, New York, July 17, 1790
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There has been a time when . . . perhaps the esteem
of the world was of higher value in my eye than
every thing in it. But age, experience, & reflection,
preserving to that only its due value, have set a high-
er on tranquility. The motion of my blood no longer
keeps time with the tumult of the world. It leads me
to seek for happiness in the lap and love of my family,
in the society of my neighbors & my books, in the
wholesome occupations of my farm & my affairs, in
an interest or affection in every bud that opens, in
every breath that blows around me, in an entire free-
dom of rest or motion, of thought or incogitancy, ow-
ing account to myself alone of my hours & actions.

To James Madison, Philadelphia, June 9, 1793

Honesty

A wise man, if nature has not formed him honest,
will yet act as if he were honest: because he will find
it the most advantageous & wise part in the long run.

To James Monroe, Paris, March 18, 1785

An honest heart being the first blessing, a knowing
head is the second.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Next to the fulfilling your wishes, the most grateful
thing I can do is to give a faithful answer.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Washington, April 2, 1802

I cannot act as if all men were unfaithful because some
are so; nor believe that all will betray me, because
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some do. I had rather be the victim of occasional infi-
delities, than relinquish my general confidence in the
honesty of man.

To Thomas Lieper, Monticello, January 1, 1814

Honesty is the 1st chapter in the book of wisdom.
To Nathaniel Macon, Monticello, January 12, 1819

Idleness

If at any moment, my dear, you catch yourself in
idleness, start from it as you would from the
precipice of a gulf.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

Determine never to be idle. No person will have oc-
casion to complain of the want of time who never
loses any. It is wonderful how much may be done if
we are always doing.

To Martha Jefferson, Marseilles, May 5, 1787

A mind always employed is always happy. This is
the true secret, the grand recipe, for felicity. The
idle are the only wretched.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulouse, May 21, 1787

Indolence

Of all the cankers of human happiness none cor-
rodes with so silent, yet so baneful an influence, as
indolence. Body and mind both unemployed, our
being becomes a burden, and every object about us
loathsome, even the dearest. Idleness begets ennui,
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ennui the hypochondria, and that a diseased body.
No laborious person was ever yet hysterical. Exer-
cise and application produce order in our affairs,
health of body, cheerfulness of mind, and these
make us precious to our friends.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

Innovation

Great innovations should not be forced on slender
majorities.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Washington, May 2, 1808

Intolerance

I never will, by any word or act, bow to the shrine of
intolerance.

To Edward Dowse, Washington, April 19, 1803

Jealousy

Doubts or jealousy . . . often beget the facts they fear.
To Albert Gallatin, Washington, October 12, 1806

Moderation

We never repent of having eaten too little.
To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, February 21, 1825

Modesty

There is a modesty often which does itself injury.
Our countrymen possess this. They do not know
their own superiority.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, February 2, 1788
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Optimism

Search in every object only what it contains of good.
To Madame de Bréhan, Paris, May 9, 1788

I steer my bark with Hope in the head, leaving Fear
astern. My hopes indeed sometimes fail; but not of-
tener than the forebodings of the gloomy.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 8, 1816

Passions

The passions of men will take their course, that they
are not to be controlled but by despotism, & that
this melancholy truth is the pretext for despotism.

To George Logan, Washington, May 11, 1805

All men who have attended to the workings of the
human mind, who have seen the false colors under
which passion sometimes dresses the actions & mo-
tives of others, have seen also these passions subsid-
ing with time and reflection, dissipating, like mists
before the rising sun, and restoring to us the sight
of all things in their true shape and colors.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 12, 1823

Perseverance

An indifferent measure carried through with perse-
verance is better than a good one taken up only at
intervals.

To Timothy Pickering, Richmond, 
September 6, 1780
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Pessimism

There are indeed (who might say Nay) gloomy &
hypochondriac minds, inhabitants of diseased bod-
ies, disgusted with the present, & despairing of the
future; always counting that the worst will hap-
pen, because it may happen. To these I say How
much pain have cost us the evils which have never
happened?

To John Adams, Monticello, April 8, 1816

Pragmatism

I have ever thought that forms should yield to what-
ever should facilitate business.

To James Monroe, Washington, July 11, 1801

Prejudice

The hope . . . that prejudices would at length give
way to facts has never been entirely extinguished.

To Walter Franklin, Washington, June 22, 1808

Pride

Pride costs us more than hunger, thirst and cold.
To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, 
February 21, 1825

Qualities of the Mind

In the ensuing autumn, I shall be sending on to
Philadelphia, a grandson of about 15 years of age, to
whom I shall ask your friendly attentions. Without
that bright fancy which captivates, I am in hopes he
possesses sound judgment and much observation;
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and, what I value more than all things, good humor.
For thus I estimate the qualities of the mind; 1. good
humor. 2. integrity. 3. industry. 4. science. The pref-
erence of the 1st to the 2d quality may not at first be
acquiesced in, but certainly we had all rather associ-
ate with a good humored, light-principled man, than
with an ill tempered rigorist in morality.

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, January 3, 1808

Skepticism

The natural course of the human mind is certainly
from credulity to skepticism.

To Caspar Wistar, Washington, June 21, 1807

Steadfastness

Our part then is to pursue with steadiness what is
right, turning neither to right nor left for the in-
trigues or popular delusions of the day, assured that
the public approbation will in the end be with us.

To John Breckinridge, Monticello, April 9, 1822

Thrift

We must make our election between economy & lib-
erty, or profusion and servitude.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Never spend your money before you have it.
To Thomas Jefferson Smith, Monticello, 
February 21, 1825
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Indians
s

The two principles on which our conduct towards
the Indians should be founded are justice & fear. Af-
ter the injuries we have done them, they cannot love
us, which leaves us no alternative but that of fear to
keep them from attacking us. But justice is what we
should never lose sight of, & in time it may recover
their esteem.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Paris, August 13, 1786

It has become questionable whether the condition of
our aboriginal neighbors, who live without laws or
magistrates, be not preferable to that of the great
mass of the nations of the earth who feel their laws
& magistrates but in the weight of their burdens.

Petition to the Virginia Assembly, November [2 or 3], 1798

In keeping agents among the Indians, two objects
are principally kept in view: 1. The preservation of
peace; 2. The obtaining lands. Towards effecting
the latter object we consider the leading the Indians
to agriculture as the principal means from which we
can expect much effect in future. When they shall
cultivate small spots of earth, & see how useless
their extensive forests are, they will sell from time to
time to help out their personal labor in stocking
their farms, & procuring clothes & comforts from
our trading houses. Towards the attainment of our



two objects of peace & lands, it is essential that our
agent acquire that sort of influence over the Indians
which rests on confidence.

To James Jackson, Washington, February 16, 1803

I am myself alive to the obtaining lands from the In-
dians by all honest & peaceable means, and I believe
that the honest and peaceable means adopted by
us will obtain them as fast as the expansion of our
settlements with due regard to compactness will re-
quire.

To James Jackson, Washington, February 16, 1803

The promotion of agriculture therefore and house-
hold manufacture are essential in their preservation,
and I am disposed to aid and encourage it liberally.
This will enable them to live on much smaller por-
tions of land, and indeed will render their vast
forests useless but for the range of cattle.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Washington, February 18, 1803

In truth, the ultimate point of rest & happiness for
them is to let our settlements and theirs meet and
blend together, to intermix and become one people,
incorporating themselves with us as citizens of the
U.S. This is what the natural progress of things will
of course bring on, and it will be better to promote
than to retard it. Surely it will be better for them to
be identified with us, and preserved in the occupa-
tion of their lands, than be exposed to the many
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casualties which may endanger them while a separate
people.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Washington, February 18, 1803

The best conduct we can pursue to countervail these
movements among the Indians is to confirm our
friends by redoubled acts of justice & favor, & to en-
deavor to draw over the individuals indisposed to-
wards us.

To Henry Dearborn, Monticello, August 12, 1807

Commerce is the great engine by which we are to
coerce them, & not war.

To Meriwether Lewis, Monticello, August 21, 1808

The plan of civilizing the Indians is undoubtedly a
great improvement on the ancient & totally ineffectu-
al one of beginning with religious missionaries. Our
experience has shown that this must be the last step
of the process. The following is what has been suc-
cessful. 1. To raise cattle etc. & thereby acquire a
knowledge of the value of property. 2. Arithmetic to
calculate that value. 3. Writing, to keep accounts
and here they begin to enclose farms, & the men to
labor, the women to spin & weave. 4. To read. Ae-
sop’s fables & Robinson Crusoe are their first de-
light. The Creeks & Cherokees are advanced thus
far, & the Cherokees are now instituting a regular
government.

To James Jay, Monticello, April 7, 1809
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There is an error into which most of the speculators
on government have fallen, and which the well-
known state of society of our Indians ought before
now to have corrected. In their hypothesis of the
origin of government, they suppose it to have com-
menced in the patriarchal, or monarchical form. Our
Indians are evidently in that state of nature which
has passed the association of a single family; & not
yet submitted to the authority of positive laws, or of
any acknowledged magistrate. Every man, with
them, is perfectly free to follow his own inclinations.
But if in doing this, he violates the rights of another,
if the case be slight, he is punished by the disesteem
of his society, or, as we say, by public opinion; if se-
rious, he is tomahawked as a dangerous enemy.
Their leaders conduct them by the influence of their
character only; and they follow, or not, as they
please, him of whose character for wisdom or war
they have the highest opinion. Hence the origin of
the parties among them adhering to different lead-
ers, and governed by their advice, not by their com-
mand.

To Francis W. Gilmer, Monticello, 
June 7, 1816
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Inventions and Ideas
s

Balloons

What think you of these balloons? They really be-
gin to assume a serious face. The Chevalier Luzerne
communicated to me a letter received from his
brother who mentions one which he had seen him-
self. The persons who ascended in it regulated its
height at about 3000 feet, and passed with the wind
about 6 miles in 20 minutes when they chose to let
themselves down, tho’ they could have traveled
triple the distance. This discovery seems to threaten
the prostration of fortified works unless they can be
closed above, the destruction of fleets and what not.
The French may now run over their laces, wines,
&c. to England duty free. The whole system of
British statutes made on the supposition of goods
being brought into some port must be revised. In-
land countries may now become maritime states un-
less you choose rather to call them aerial ones as
their commerce is in future to be carried on through
that element.

To Francis Hopkinson, Annapolis, February 18, 1784

We were entertained here lately with the ascent of
Mr. Blanchard in a balloon. The security of the
thing appeared so great that every body is wishing
for a balloon to travel in. I wish for one sincerely, as,



instead of ten days, I should be within five hours of
home.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
January 14, 1793

Copying Machines

Have you a copying press? If you have not, you
should get one. Mine (exclusive of paper which costs
a guinea a ream) has cost me about 14 guineas. I
would give ten times that sum that I had had it from
the date of the stamp act.

To James Madison, Paris, September 1, 1785
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Having a great desire to have a portable copying ma-
chine, & being satisfied from some experiments that
the principle of the large machine might be applied
in a small one, I planned one when in England & had
it made. It answers perfectly. I have since set a work-
man to making them here, & they are in such de-
mand that he has his hands full. Being assured that
you will be pleased to have one, when you shall have
tried its convenience, I send you one by Colo. Franks.
The machine costs 96 livres, the appendages 24
livres, and I send you paper & ink for 12 livres, in all
132 livres. There is a printed paper of directions: but
you must expect to make many essays before you
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Pa., and built for Jefferson by Charles Willson Peale around
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succeed perfectly. A soft brush, like a shaving brush,
is more convenient than the sponge. You can get as
much ink & paper as you please from London. The
paper costs a guinea a ream.

To James Madison, Paris, January 30, 1787

I believe that when you left America the invention of
the Polygraph had not yet reached Boston. It is for
copying with one pen while you write with the other
& without the least additional embarrassment or exer-
tion to the writer. I think it the finest invention of the
present age, and so much superior to the copying ma-
chine that the latter will never be continued a day by
any one who tries the Polygraph. It was invented by a
Mr. Hawkins of Frankford near Philadelphia, who is
now in England turning it to good account. Knowing
that you are in the habit of writing much, I have flat-
tered myself that I could add acceptably to your daily
convenience by presenting you with one of these de-
lightful machines. I have accordingly had one made,
& to be certain of its perfection I have used it myself
some weeks, & have the satisfaction to find it the best
one I have ever tried; and in the course of two years’
daily use of them, I have had opportunities of trying
several. As a Secretary which copies for us what we
write without the power of revealing it, I find it a
most precious possession to a man in public business.

To James Bowdoin, Washington, July 10, 1806

I could never be a day without thinking of you, were
it only for my daily labors at the Polygraph for which
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I am indebted to you. It is indeed an excellent one,
and after 12 or 14 years hard service it has failed in
nothing except the spiral springs of silver wire which
suspend the pen-frame. These are all but disabled,
and my fingers are too clumsy to venture to rectify
them, were they susceptible of it. I am tempted to ask
you if you have ever thought of trying a cord of elastic
gum. If this would answer, its simplicity would admit
any bungler to prepare & apply it.

To Charles Willson Peale, Monticello, October 23, 1822

Ideas

He who receives an idea from me, receives instruc-
tion himself, without lessening mine; as he who
lights his taper at mine, receives light without dark-
ening me.

To Isaac McPherson, Monticello, August 13, 1813

Inventions

Every discovery which multiplies the subsistence of
men, must be a matter of joy to every friend to hu-
manity.

To Jeudy de l’Hommande, Paris, August 9, 1787

The machines which perform the labors of man are
peculiarly valuable in a country where there is more
to do than men to do it.

To Richard Claiborne, Monticello, February 21, 1795

I am not afraid of new inventions or improvements,
nor bigoted to the practices of our forefathers. It is
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that bigotry which keeps the Indians in a state of
barbarism in the midst of the arts, would have kept
us in the same state even now. . . . Where a new in-
vention is supported by well known principles, &
promises to be useful, it ought to be tried.

To Robert Fulton, Monticello, March 17, 1810

The fact is that one new idea leads to another, that
to a 3d, and so on thro’ a course of time, until some
one, with whom no one of these ideas was original,
combines all together, and produces what is justly
called a new invention.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, March 3, 1818

Patents

It is not the policy of the government in that country
[America] to give any aid to works of any kind. They
let things take their natural course, without help or
impediment, which is generally the best policy.

To Thomas Digges, Paris, June 19, 1788

Certainly an inventor ought to be allowed a right to
the benefit of his invention for some certain time. It
is equally certain it ought not to be perpetual; for to
embarrass society with monopolies for every utensil
existing, & in all the details of life, would be more
injurious to them than had the supposed inventors
never existed. . . . Nobody wishes more than I do
that ingenuity should receive a liberal encourage-
ment.

To Oliver Evans, Monticello, May 2, 1807
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Steam Power

I could write you volumes on the improvements
which I find made & making here in the arts. One de-
serves particular notice, because it is simple, great,
and likely to have extensive consequences. It is the
application of steam as an agent for working grist
mills.

To Charles Thomson, London, April 22, 1786

Jefferson’s Presidency
s

We are endeavoring too to reduce the government
to the practice of a rigorous economy, to avoid bur-
dening the people, and arming the magistrate with
a patronage of money and offices, which might be
used to corrupt & undermine the principles of our
government.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, 
February 5, 1803

Our administration now drawing towards a close, I
have a sublime pleasure in believing it will be distin-
guished as much by having placed itself above all the
passions which could disturb its harmony, as by
the great operations by which it will have advanced
the well-being of the nation.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, October 12, 1806
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used to corrupt & undermine the principles of our
government.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, 
February 5, 1803

Our administration now drawing towards a close, I
have a sublime pleasure in believing it will be distin-
guished as much by having placed itself above all the
passions which could disturb its harmony, as by
the great operations by which it will have advanced
the well-being of the nation.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, October 12, 1806
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I had hoped to keep the expenses of my office within
the limits of its salary, so as to apply my private in-
come entirely to the improvement & enlargement of
my estate; but I have not been able to do it.

To Charles Clay, Washington, January 11, 1807

I have tired you my friend, with a long letter. But
your tedium will end in a few lines more. Mine has
yet two years to endure. I am tired of an office
where I can do no more good than many others who
would be glad to be employed in it.

To John Dickinson, Washington, January 13, 1807

I have the consolation too of having added nothing
to my private fortune, during my public service, and
of retiring with hands as clean, as they are empty.

To the Comte Diodati, Washington, March 29, 1807

That I should lay down my charge at a proper sea-
son is as much a duty as to have borne it faithfully.

To Isaac Weaver, Jr., Washington, June 7, 1807

Something now occurs almost every day on which it
is desirable to have the opinions of the heads of de-
partments, yet to have a formal meeting every day
would consume so much of their time as seriously to
obstruct their regular business. I have proposed to
them as most convenient for them, & wasting less of
their time, to call on me at any moment of the day
which suits their separate convenience, when, be-
sides any other business they may have to do, I can
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learn their opinions separately on any matter which
has occurred, & also communicate the information
received daily. Perhaps you could find it more conve-
nient, sometimes to make your call at the hour of din-
ner, instead of going so much further to dine alone.
You will always find a plate & a sincere welcome.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, July 10, 1807

I have thought it right to take no part myself in pro-
posing measures the execution of which will devolve
on my successor. I am therefore chiefly an unmed-
dling listener to what others say. On the same ground
I shall make no new appointments which can be de-
ferred till the 4th of March, thinking it fair to leave to
my successor to select the agents for his own admin-
istration.

To George Logan, Washington, December 27, 1808

A conscientious devotion to republican government,
like charity in religion, has obtained for me much in-
dulgence from my fellow citizens, and the aid of able
counsellors has guided me through many difficulties
which have occurred.

To Larkin Smith, Monticello, April 15, 1809

Permit me first to explain the principles which I had
laid down for my own observance. In a government
like ours it is the duty of the Chief Magistrate, in or-
der to enable himself to do all the good which his
station requires, to endeavor, by all honorable means,
to unite in himself the confidence of the whole people.
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This alone, in any case where the energy of the na-
tion is required, can produce an union of the powers
of the whole, and point them in a single direction, as
if all constituted but one body & one mind, and this
alone can render a weaker nation unconquerable by
a stronger one. Towards acquiring the confidence of
the people the very first measure is to satisfy them
of his disinterestedness, & that he is directing their
affairs with a single eye to their good, & not to build
up fortunes for himself & family: & especially that
the officers appointed to transact their business, are
appointed because they are the fittest men, not be-
cause they are his relations. So prone are they to
suspicion that where a President appoints a relation
of his own, however worthy, they will believe that
favor & not merit, was the motive. I therefore laid it
down as a law of conduct for myself never to give an
appointment to a relation.

To John Garland Jefferson, Monticello, January 25, 1810

I have thought it among the most fortunate circum-
stances of my late administration that during its
eight years continuance, it was conducted with a
cordiality and harmony among all the members
which never were ruffled on any, the greatest or
smallest occasions. I left my brethren with senti-
ments of sincere affection & friendship, so rooted in
the uniform tenor of a long & intimate intercourse,
that the evidence of my own senses alone ought to
be permitted to shake them.

To William Duane, Monticello, August 12, 1810
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My affections were first for my own country, and
then generally for all mankind.

To Thomas Law, Monticello, January 15, 1811

While in public service especially, I have thought
the public entitled to frankness, and intimately to
know whom they employed.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Answering Addresses

Averse to receive addresses, yet unable to prevent
them, I have generally endeavored to turn them to
some account, by making them the occasion, by way
of answer, of sowing useful truths & principles
among the people, which might germinate and be-
come rooted among their political tenets.

To Levi Lincoln, Washington, January 1, 1802

Appointments

There is nothing I am so anxious about as good
nominations, conscious that the merit as well as rep-
utation of an administration depends as much on
that as on its measures.

To Archibald Stuart, Monticello, April 8, 1801

[After receiving three letters from Vice President
Burr on offices] These letters all relating to office,
fall within the general rule which even the very first
week of my being engaged in the administration
obliged me to establish, to wit, that of not answering
letters on office specifically, but leaving the answer to
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be found in what is done or not done on them. You
will readily conceive into what scrapes one would
get by saying no, either with or without reasons, by
using a softer language which might excite false
hopes or by saying yes prematurely. And to take
away all offense from this silent answer, it is neces-
sary to adhere to it in every case rigidly, as well with
bosom friends as strangers.

To Aaron Burr, Washington, November 18, 1801

I did not answer your letter applying for office, but
if you will reflect a moment you may judge whether
this ought to be expected. To the successful appli-
cant for an office the commission is the answer. To
the unsuccessful multitude, am I to go with every
one into the reasons for not appointing him? Be-
sides that this correspondence would literally en-
gross my whole time, into what controversies would
it lead me? Sensible of this dilemma, from the mo-
ment of coming into office, I laid it down as a rule to
leave the applicants to collect their answer from the
fact. To entitle myself to the benefit of the rule in
any case it must be observed in every one, and I
never have departed from it in a single case, not
even for my bosom friends.

To Larkin Smith, Washington, November 26, 1804

My usage is to make the best appointment my infor-
mation & judgment enable me to do, & then fold
myself up in the mantle of conscience & abide un-
moved the peltings of the storm. And oh! for the
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day when I shall be withdrawn from it; when I shall
have leisure to enjoy my family, my friends, my farm
& books!

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, January 3, 1808

I dare say you have found that the solicitations for
office are the most painful incidents to which an Ex-
ecutive magistrate is exposed. The ordinary affairs
of a nation offer little difficulty to a person of any ex-
perience; but the gift of office is the dreadful burden
which oppresses him. A person who wishes to make
it an engine of self-elevation, may do wonders with
it; but to one who wishes to use it conscientiously
for the public good, without regard to the ties of
blood or friendship, it creates enmities without
number, many open, but more secret, and saps the
happiness and peace of his life.

To Governor James Sullivan, Washington, March 3, 1808

The Judiciary and Justice
s

Judicial Appointments

[Federalists] have got their judiciary bill forwarded
to commitment. I dread this above all the measures
meditated, because appointments in the nature of
freehold render it difficult to undo what is done.

To James Madison, Washington, December 26, 1800
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Judicial Review

In Virginia, where a great proportion of the legisla-
ture consider the constitution but as other acts of
legislation, laws have been frequently passed which
controlled its effect. I have not heard that in the oth-
er states they have ever infringed their constitutions;
& I suppose they have not done it; as the judges
would consider any law as void, which was contrary
to the constitution.

To Jean Nicolas Démeunier, January 24, 1786

The opinion which gives to the judges the right to
decide what laws are constitutional, and what not,
not only for themselves in their own sphere of ac-
tion, but for the legislature & executive also in their
spheres, would make the judiciary a despotic branch.

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, September 11, 1804

The Judiciary

We find the judiciary on every occasion, still driving
us into consolidation. . . . The constitution . . . is a
mere thing of wax in the hands of the judiciary,
which they may twist and shape into any form they
please. It should be remembered as an axiom of
eternal truth in politics that whatever power in any
government is independent, is absolute.

To Spencer Roane, Poplar Forest, September 6, 1819

But it is not from this branch of government [i.e.,
Congress] we have most to fear. Taxes & short elec-
tions will keep them right. The Judiciary of the U.S.
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is the subtle corps of sappers & miners constantly
working under ground to undermine the founda-
tions of our confederated fabric. They are constru-
ing our constitution from a coordination of a gener-
al and special governments to a general & supreme
one alone. This will lay all things at their feet, and
they are too well versed in English law to forget the
maxim, “boni judicis est ampliare jurisdictionem.”*

. . . Having found from experience that im-
peachment is an impracticable thing, a mere scare-
crow, they consider themselves secure for life; they
skulk from responsibility to public opinion, the only
remaining hold on them, under a practice first intro-
duced into England by Lord Mansfield. An opinion
is huddled up in Conclave, perhaps by a majority of
one, delivered by a crafty Chief Justice as if unani-
mous, and, with the silent acquiescence of lazy or
timid associates. He sophisticates the law to his
mind by the turn of his own reasoning. A judiciary
law was once reported by the Attorney Genl. to
Congress, requiring each judge to deliver his opin-
ion seriatim & openly, and then to give it in writing
to the clerk to be entered in the record. A judiciary
independent of a king or executive alone, is a good
thing; but independence of the will of the nation is a
solecism, at least in a republican government.

*Good judges expand their jurisdiction.
To Thomas Ritchie, Monticello, December 25, 1820

The legislative and executive branches may some-
times err, but elections and dependence will bring

260 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



them to rights. The judiciary branch is the instru-
ment which working, like gravity, without intermis-
sion, is to press us at last into one consolidated mass.

To Archibald Thweat, Monticello, January 19, 1821

The great object of my fear is the federal judiciary.
That body, like Gravity, ever acting, with noiseless
foot, & unalarming advance, gaining ground step by
step, and holding what it gains, is ingulphing insid-
iously the special [i.e., state] governments into the
jaws of that which feeds them.

To Spencer Roane, Monticello, March 9, 1821

It has long however been my opinion, and I have
never shrunk from its expression . . . that the germ
of dissolution of our federal government is in the
constitution of the federal judiciary; an irresponsible
body, (for impeachment is scarcely a scare-crow,)
working like gravity by night and by day, gaining a
little to-day & a little to-morrow, and advancing its
noiseless step like a thief, over the field of jurisdic-
tion, until all shall be usurped from the states, & the
government of all be consolidated into one.

To Charles Hammond, Monticello, August 18, 1821

I must comfort myself with the hope that the judges
will see the importance and the duty of giving their
country the only evidence they can give of fidelity to
its constitution, and integrity in the administration
of its laws, that is to say, by every one’s giving his
opinion seriatim and publicly on the cases he decides.
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Let him prove by his reasoning that he has read the
papers, that he has considered the case, that in the
application of the law to it, he uses his own judg-
ment independently and unbiased by party views,
and personal favor or disfavor.

To William Johnson, Monticello, March 4, 1823

At the establishment of our constitutions, the judici-
ary bodies were supposed to be the most helpless and
harmless members of the government. Experience
however soon showed in what way they were to be-
come the most dangerous; that the insufficiency of the
means provided for their removal gave them a free-
hold and irresponsibility in office, that their decisions,
seeming to concern individual suitors only, pass silent
and unheeded by the public at large, that these deci-
sions nevertheless became law by precedent, sapping
by little and little the foundations of the Constitution,
and working its change by construction, before any
one has perceived that this invisible and helpless
worm has been busily employed in consuming its
substance. In truth, man is not made to be trusted for
life, if secured against all liability to account.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

One single object, if your provision attains it, will
entitle you to the endless gratitude of society; that of
restraining judges from usurping legislation. And
with no body of men is this restraint more wanting
than with the judges of what is commonly called our
General government, but what I call our Foreign
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department. They are practicing on the Constitution
by inferences, analogies and sophisms, as they would
on an ordinary law. They do not seem aware that it is
not even a Constitution, formed by a single authority,
and subject to a single superintendence and control:
but that it is a Compact of many independent powers,
every single one of which claims an equal right to un-
derstand it, and to require its observance. However
strong the cord of compact may be, there is a point of
tension at which it will break.

. . . This member of the government was at
first considered as the most harmless and helpless of
all its organs. But it has proved that the power of
declaring what the law is, ad libitum,* by sapping
and mining, slyly, and without alarm, the founda-
tions of the constitution, can do what open force
would not dare to attempt.

*as one wishes
To Edward Livingston, Monticello, March 25, 1825

Justice

What the laws of Virginia are, or may be, will in no
wise influence my conduct. Substantial justice is my
object, as decided by reason, & not by authority or
compulsion.

To Alexander McCaul, Paris, January 4, 1787

All the tranquility, the happiness & security of
mankind rest on justice, on the obligation to respect
the rights of others.

Opinion on the French Treaties, April 28, 1793
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Equal and exact justice to all men, of whatever state
or persuasion, religious or political.

First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1801

It is necessary that all important testimony should
be brought to one center, in order that the guilty
may be convicted, & the innocent left untroubled.

To James Wilkinson, Washington, 
January 3, 1807

The most sacred of the duties of a government [is]
to do equal & impartial justice to all its citizens.

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

Justice is the fundamental law of society.
To P. S. DuPont de Nemours, April 24, 1816

No man having a natural right to be the judge be-
tween himself and another, it is his natural duty to
submit to the umpirage of an impartial third.

To Francis W. Gilmer, Monticello, June 7, 1816

Man was created for social intercourse; but social
intercourse cannot be maintained without a sense of
justice.

To Francis W. Gilmer, Monticello, June 7, 1816

Justness

History bears witness to the fact, that a just nation
is taken on its word.

Second Inaugural Address, March 4, 1805
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Language
s

I have been not a little disappointed, & made suspi-
cious of my own judgment on seeing the Edin-
burgh Reviewers, the ablest Critics of the age, set
their faces against the introduction of new words
into the English language. They are particularly
apprehensive that the writers of the United States
will adulterate it. Certainly so great & growing a
population, spread over such an extent of country,
with such a variety of climates, of productions, of
arts, must enlarge their language, to make it an-
swer its purpose of expressing all ideas, the new as
well as the old. The new circumstances under
which we are placed, call for new words, new
phrases, and for the transfer of old words to new
objects. An American dialect will therefore be
formed; so will a West-Indian and Asiatic, as a
Scotch & an Irish are already formed. But whether
will these adulterate, or enrich the English lan-
guage? Has the beautiful poetry of Burns, or his
Scottish dialect, disfigured it?

To John Waldo, Monticello, August 16, 1813

Law, medicine, chemistry, mathematics, every sci-
ence has a language of its own, and Divinity not less
than others.

To Peter Wilson, Monticello, January 20, 1816



Where brevity, perspicuity, & even euphony can be
promoted by the introduction of a new word, it is an
improvement of the language. It is thus the English
language has been brought to what it is; one half of
it having been innovations, made at different times,
from the Greek, Latin, French, & other languages,
and is it the worse for these?

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

Nothing is more evident than that as we advance in
the knowledge of new things, and of new combina-
tions of old ones, we must have new words to ex-
press them.

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

What do we not owe to Shakespeare for the enrich-
ment of the language by his free and magical cre-
ation of words?

To Joseph Milligan, Monticello, April 6, 1816

Experience proves to us that the pronunciation of all
languages changes, in their descent thro’ time.

To Nathaniel Moore, Monticello, September 22, 1819

A language cannot be too rich. The more copious,
the more susceptible of embellishment it will become.

To J. Evelyn Denison, Monticello, November 9, 1825

Classical Writers

To read the Latin & Greek authors in their original
is a sublime luxury. . . . I enjoy Homer in his own
language infinitely beyond Pope’s translation of
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him, & both beyond the dull narrative of the same
events by Dares Phrygius; & it is an innocent enjoy-
ment. I thank on my knees him who directed my
early education for having put into my possession
this rich source of delight: and I would not ex-
change it for any thing which I could then have ac-
quired & have not since acquired.

To Joseph Priestley, Philadelphia, January 27, 1800

Among the values of classical learning, I estimate
the Luxury of reading the Greek & Roman authors
in all the beauties of their originals. And why
should not this innocent & elegant luxury take its
preeminent stand ahead of all those addressed mere-
ly to the senses? I think myself more indebted to my
father for this, than for all the other luxuries his
cares and affections have placed within my reach.

To John Brazer, Poplar Forest, August 24, 1819

Foreign Languages

[Speaking of Smith’s appointment as secretary to
the American legation in Great Britain] You will
have one disagreeable circumstance the less than we
have here, that of speaking the language of the
country you are in. No one can know the value of
this advantage till he has experienced the want of it.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, June 22, 1785

[Jefferson suggests France as the place to study
politics, law and history] because you will at the
same time be learning to speak the language of that
country, [which will] become absolutely essential
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under our present circumstances. The best method
of doing this would be to fix yourself in some family
where there are women & children, in Passy, Auteuil
or some other of the little towns in reach of Paris.
The principal hours of the day you will attend to
your studies, & in those of relaxation associate with
the family. You will learn to speak better from women
& children in three months, than from men in a year.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, July 6, 1787

With respect to modern languages, French, as I
have before observed, is indispensable. Next to this
the Spanish is most important to an American. Our
connection with Spain is already important & will
become daily more so. Besides this the ancient part
of American history is written chiefly in Spanish. To
a person who would make a point of reading &
speaking French & Spanish, I should doubt the util-
ity of learning Italian. These three languages, being
all degeneracies from the Latin, resemble one an-
other so much that I doubt the possibility of keep-
ing in the head a distinct knowledge of them all. I
suppose that he who learns them all will speak a
compound of the three, & neither perfectly.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, July 6, 1787

The perplexities of a foreign language, the insulated
state in which it places us in the midst of society &
the embarrassment it occasions when speaking or
spoken to, have added in your case a severe season
& severe illness.

To Madame de Bréhan, Paris, May 9, 1788

268 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



This scrap of French reminds me that I ought to
make an apology for not writing to you in your own
language. But the little habit I had of explaining
myself in that tongue, is entirely lost, and I have
been forced to address you in English or to lose the
benefit of doing it at all.

To Madame Plumard de Ballanger, Monticello, 
April 25, 1794

As I think the learning French essential to the study
of the law, I cannot help being anxious that you
should do it, & that without loss of time, as for want
of understanding it you must read every day is a
disadvantage. I think if you could come & stay here
one month, applying yourself solely & constantly to
that object, you would acquire it sufficiently to pur-
sue it afterwards by yourself.

To Dabney Carr, Monticello, 
September 24, 1794

The difficulty of communicating my ideas justly in a
foreign language often prevented my indulging my-
self in conversation with persons whose acquain-
tance I wished to cultivate.

To William Short, Philadelphia, May 1, 1798

I much regret that you do not speak our language
with ease, as I know from experience how much
that lessens the pleasures of society.

To P. S. Du Pont de Nemours, Philadelphia, 
January 17, 1800
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Did you ever know an instance of one who could
write in a foreign language with the elegance of a
native?

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Monticello, December 31, 1815

Grammar

My busy life has not permitted me to indulge in a
pursuit to which I felt great attraction. While en-
gaged in it however some ideas occurred for facili-
tating the study by simplifying its grammar, by re-
ducing the infinite diversities of its unfixed
orthography to single and settled forms, indicating
at the same time the pronunciation of the word by
its correspondence with the characters & powers of
the English alphabet.

To Sir Herbert Croft, Monticello, October 30, 1798

Mine has been a life of business, of that kind which
appeals to a man’s conscience, as well as his indus-
try, not to let it suffer; & the few moments allowed
me from labor have been devoted to more attractive
studies, that of Grammar having never been a fa-
vorite with me. The scanty foundation laid in at
school has carried me thro’ a life of much hasty writ-
ing, more indebted for style to reading & memory,
than to rules of grammar. I have been pleased to see
that in all cases you appeal to Usage, as the arbiter
of language; & justly consider that as giving law to
Grammar, & not Grammar to Usage. I concur en-
tirely with you in opposition to the Purists, who
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would destroy all strength & beauty of style, by sub-
jecting it to a rigorous compliance with their rules.
Fill up all the Ellipses & Syllepses of Tacitus, Sal-
lust, Livy, &c., and the elegance & force of their sen-
tentious brevity are extinguished.

To John Waldo, Monticello, August 16, 1813

Language Skills

Such is become the prostitution of language that
sincerity has no longer distinct terms in which to
express her own truths.

To George Washington, Philadelphia, 
January 22, 1783

Style in writing or speaking is formed very early in
life while the imagination is warm, & impressions
are permanent.

To John Banister, Jr., Paris, October 15, 1785

Ingenious minds, availing themselves of the imper-
fection of language, have tortured the expressions
out of their plain meaning in order to infer depar-
tures from them in practice.

To Isaac Story, Washington, December 5, 1801

Letters are not the first, but the last step in the pro-
gression from barbarism to civilization.

To James Pemberton, Washington, June 21, 1808

Dictionaries are but the depositories of words al-
ready legitimated by usage. Society is the work-shop
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in which new ones are elaborated. When an individ-
ual uses a new word, if ill formed it is rejected in so-
ciety, if well formed, adopted, and, after due time,
laid up in the depository of dictionaries.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 15, 1820

Nor am I a friend to a scrupulous purism of style. I
readily sacrifice the niceties of syntax to euphony
and strength. It is by boldly neglecting the rigorisms
of grammar that Tacitus has made himself the
strongest writer in the world. The Hypercritics call
him barbarous; but I should be sorry to exchange his
barbarisms for their wire-drawn purisms.

To Edward Everett, Monticello, February 24, 1823

Mottos

The beauty of a motto is to condense much matter
in as few words as possible.

To George Wythe, Paris, August 13, 1786

Translations

I make it a rule never to read translations where I
can read the original.

To Edmund Randolph, Monticello, 
February 3, 1794

I say nothing of style, not doubting its merit, & con-
scious I am no judge of it in a foreign language. I
believe it impossible, in any but our native tongue,
to be so thoroughly sensible of the delicacies of
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style, which constitutes an essential merit in poetical
composition, as to criticize them with correctness.

To Amelot de la Croix, Washington, February 3, 1809

Life
s

The most fortunate of us all in our journey through
life frequently meet with calamities and misfortunes
which may greatly afflict us; and to fortify our minds
against the attacks of these calamities and misfor-
tunes should be one of the principal studies and en-
deavors of our lives. The only method of doing this
is to assure a perfect resignation to the divine will, to
consider that whatever does happen, must happen,
and that by our uneasiness we cannot prevent the
blow before it does fall, but we may add to its force
after it has fallen. These considerations and others
such as these may enable us in some measure to sur-
mount the difficulties thrown in our way, to bear up
with a tolerable degree of patience under this burden
of life, and to proceed with a pious and unshaken
resignation till we arrive at our journey’s end, where
we may deliver up our trust into the hands of him
who gave it, and receive such reward as to him shall
seem proportioned to our merit.

To John Page, Shadwell, July 15, 1763
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That your road, through life, may be covered with
roses, is [my] sincere prayer.

To Madame de Tott, Paris, 
February 28, 1787
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Blessings of Life

The good things of this life are scattered so sparing-
ly in our way that we must glean them up as we go.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, November 1786

That to the health of youth you may add an old age
of vigor is the sincere prayer of

Yours, affectionately.
To John Garland Jefferson, Monticello, January 25, 1810

The Broad Picture

General views are sometimes better taken at a dis-
tance than nearer. The working of the whole machine
is sometimes better seen elsewhere than at its center.

To Joel Barlow, Monticello, April 16, 1811

Cycles of Life

Every thing has its beginning, its growth, and end.
To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, October 9, 1824

Fatalism

We must take things as they come.
To John Adams, Monticello, April 8, 1816

Old Age

I find as I grow older, that I love those most whom
I loved first.

To Mary Jefferson Bolling, Paris, July 23, 1787

While old men feel sensibly enough their own ad-
vance in years, they do not sufficiently recollect it in
those whom they have seen young.

To William Short, Philadelphia, January 3, 1793
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I know nothing so dreary in prospect as old age sur-
viving its old friends and burdening its young ones.

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Philadelphia, March 24, 1798

My health has been always so uniformly firm, that I
have for some years dreaded nothing so much as the
living too long.

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, December 20, 1801

Being very sensible of bodily decays from advancing
years, I ought not to doubt their effect on the mental
faculties. To do so would evince either great self-love
or little observation of what passes under our eyes:
and I shall be fortunate if I am the first to perceive
and to obey this admonition of nature.

To Isaac Weaver, Jr., Washington, June 7, 1807

A longer period of life was less important, alloyed as
the feeble enjoyments of that age are with so much
pain.

To Joseph Bringhurst, Washington, February 24, 1808

I find in old age that the impressions of youth are
the deepest & most indelible.

To David Campbell, Monticello, January 12, 1810

It is wonderful to me that old men should not be
sensible that their minds keep pace with their bod-
ies in the progress of decay. . . . Nothing betrays im-
becility so much as the being insensible of it.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, August 17, 1811
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The hand of age is upon me. The decay of bodily fac-
ulties apprises me that those of the mind cannot be
unimpaired, had I not still better proofs. Every year
counts by increased debility, and departing faculties
keep the score. The last year it was the sight, this it is
the hearing, the next something else will be going,
until all is gone. . . . As a compensation for faculties
departed, nature gives me good health, & a perfect
resignation to the laws of decay which she has pre-
scribed to all the forms & combinations of matter.

To William Duane, Monticello, October 1, 1812

Our machines have now been running for 70 or 80
years, and we must expect that, worn as they are,
here a pivot, there a wheel, now a pinion, next a
spring, will be giving way: and however we may
tinker them up for awhile, all will at length surcease
motion. Our watches, with works of brass and steel,
wear out within that period.

To John Adams, Monticello, July 5, 1814

To me every mail, in the departure of some Cotempo-
rary, brings warning to be in readiness myself also,
and to cease from new engagements. It is a warning of
no alarm. When faculty after faculty is retiring from
us, and all the avenues to cheerful sensation closing,
sight failing now, hearing next, then memory, debility
of body, trepitude of mind, nothing remaining but a
sickly vegetation, with scarcely the relief of a little
loco-motion, the last cannot be but a coup de grace.*

*the death blow; the stroke of mercy
To John Melish, Monticello, December 10, 1814
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The regrets . . . of 72 at the loss of friends may be
the less, as the time is shorter within which we are to
meet again, according to the creed of our education.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, February 14, 1815

A decline of health, at the age of 76 was naturally to
be expected, and is a warning of an event which can-
not be distant, and whose approach I contemplate
with little concern. For indeed in no circumstance has
nature been kinder to us, than in the soft gradations
by which she prepares us to part willingly with what
we are not destined always to retain. First one faculty
is withdrawn and then another, sight, hearing, mem-
ory, accuracy, affections, & friends, filched one by
one, till we are left among strangers, the mere monu-
ments of times past, and specimens of antiquity for
the observation of the curious.

To Horatio Gates Spafford, Monticello, May 11, 1819

A severe illness the last year, another from which I
am just emerged, admonish me that repetitions may
be expected, against which a declining frame cannot
long bear up.

To Spencer Roane, Poplar Forest, September 6, 1819

My business is to beguile the wearisomeness of de-
clining life, as I endeavor to do by the delights of
classical reading and of mathematical truths and by
the consolations of a sound philosophy, equally in-
different to hope & fear.

To William Short, Monticello, October 31, 1819
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Great decline in the energies of the body impart
naturally a corresponding wane of the mind, and a
longing after tranquility as the last and sweetest
asylum of age.

To Spencer Roane, Monticello, March 9, 1821

Man, like the fruit he eats, has his period of
ripeness. Like that too, if he continues longer hang-
ing to the stem, it is but an useless and unsightly
appendage.

To Henry Dearborn, Monticello, August 17, 1821

The lapses of memory of an old man, are innocent
subjects of compassion, more than of blame.

To John Campbell, Monticello, November 10, 1822

I do not write with the ease which your letter of
Sept. 18 supposes. Crippled wrists and fingers make
writing slow & laborious. But while writing to you,
I lose the sense of these things in the recollection of
ancient times, when youth & health made happiness
out of every thing. I forget for a while the hoary
winter of old age, when we can think of nothing but
how to keep ourselves warm, and how to get rid of
our heavy hours until the friendly hand of death
shall rid us of all at once.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 12, 1823

The solitude in which we are left by the death of our
friends is one of the great evils of protracted life.
When I look back to the days of my youth, it is like
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looking over a field of battle. All, all dead! and our-
selves left alone amidst a new generation whom we
know not, and who know not us.

To Francis A. Van Der Kemp, Monticello, 
January 11, 1825

I know how apt we are to consider those whom we
knew long ago, and have not since seen, to be exact-
ly still what they were when we knew them; and to
have been stationary in body and mind as they have
been in our recollections.

To Edward Livingston, Monticello, March 25, 1825

Reliving One’s Life

Putting to myself your question, Would I agree to
live my 73 years over again for ever? I hesitate to
say. With [Benjamin] Chew’s limitations from 25
to 60, I would say Yes; and might go further back,
but not come lower down. For, at the latter period,
with most of us, the powers of life are sensibly on
the wane, sight becomes dim, hearing dull, memory
constantly enlarging its frightful blank and parting
with all we have ever seen or known, spirits evapo-
rate, bodily debility creeps on palsying every limb,
and so faculty after faculty quits us, and where then
is life? If, in its full vigor, of good as well as evil,
your friend [William] Vassall could doubt its value,
it must be purely a negative quantity when its evils
alone remain. Yet I do not go into his opinion en-
tirely. I do not agree that an age of pleasure is no
compensation for a moment of pain. I think, with

280 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



you, that life is a fair matter of account, and the bal-
ance often nay generally in its favor. It is not indeed
easy, by calculation of intensity and time, to apply a
common measure, or to fix the par between plea-
sure and pain: yet it exists, and is measurable.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

Retirement

The independence of private life under the protec-
tion of republican laws will I hope yield me that
happiness from which no slave is so remote as the
minister of a Commonwealth.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, 
August 4, 1781

It is not easy to reconcile ourselves to the many use-
less miseries to which Providence seems to expose
us. But his justice affords a prospect that we shall all
be made even some day.

To Eliza House Trist, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

I look to that period with the longing of a wave-
worn mariner, who has at length the land in view, &
shall count the days & hours which still lie between
me & it.

To George Washington, Monticello, 
September 9, 1792

I now contemplate the approach of that moment
with the fondness of a sailor who has land in view.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, November 8, 1792
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The difference of my present & past situation is
such as to leave me nothing to regret but that my re-
tirement has been postponed four years too long.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 25, 1794

I have not been disappointed in the satisfaction I ex-
pected from the society of my family & occupations
of my farms. The latter have engrossed my atten-
tions beyond what I thought possible, and as I ad-
vance in the execution of my plans, I find myself
more and more engaged by them, & new ones open-
ing upon me. Master of my own time, my own oper-
ations & actions, secured by their innocence towards
the world against the censures of the world, and
against newspaper denunciations, I look back with
wonder & regret over my useless waste of time in
other employments.

To Robert Morris, Monticello, February 19, 1795

[Encouraging Alexander Donald to retire near to
Monticello] Come then, since you cannot have Mon-
ticello, and fix yourself along side of it, and let us take
our soup and wine together every day, and talk over
the stories of our youth, and the tales of other times.
We shall never see better. Only do not be too long in
thinking yourself rich enough for retirement; other-
wise we may both first make our great retirement to
where there is neither soup nor wine, and where we
are told that neither moth nor rust doth corrupt.

To Alexander Donald, Monticello, May 30, 1795
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My books, my family, my friends, & my farm, fur-
nish more than enough to occupy me the remainder
of my life, & of that tranquil occupation most analo-
gous to my physical & moral constitution.

To Monsieur Odit, Monticello, October 14, 1795

Your son . . . found me in a retirement I dote on, liv-
ing like an Antediluvian patriarch among my chil-
dren & grand children, and tilling my soil. . . . You
hope I have not abandoned entirely the service of
our country. After five & twenty years’ continual em-
ployment in it, I trust it will be thought I have ful-
filled my tour, like a punctual soldier, and may claim
my discharge.

To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, 
November 30, 1795

I had retired after five & twenty years of constant
occupation in public affairs, and total abandonment
of my own. I retired much poorer than when I en-
tered the public service, and desired nothing but
rest and oblivion.

To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

I leave to others the sublime delights of riding in the
storm, better pleased with sound sleep & a warmer
berth below it, encircled with the society of my
neighbors, friends, & fellow laborers of the earth,
rather than with spies & sycophants.

To John Adams, Monticello, December 28, 1796
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It is now among my most fervent longings to be on
my farm, which, with a garden & fruitery, will consti-
tute my principal occupation in retirement.

To Robert R. Livingston, Washington, January 3, 1808

I derive great personal consolation from the assur-
ances in your friendly letter that the electors of
Massachusetts would still have viewed me with fa-
vor as a candidate for a 3d Presidential term. But
the duty of retirement is so strongly impressed on
my mind, that it is impossible for me to think of
that. If I can carry into retirement the good will of
my fellow citizens, nothing else will be wanting to
my happiness.

To Governor James Sullivan, Washington, March 3, 1808

I am full of plans of employment when I get there,
they chiefly respect the active functions of the body.
To the mind I shall administer amusement chiefly.
An only daughter and numerous family of grand-
children, will furnish me great resources of happi-
ness.

To Charles Thomson, Washington, December 25, 1808

As the moment of my retirement approaches, I be-
come more anxious for its arrival, and to begin at
length to pass what yet remains to me of life & health
in the bosom of my family & neighbors, & in commu-
nication with my friends, undisturbed by political
concerns or passions.

To George Logan, Washington, December 27, 1808
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You suppose I am “in the prime of life for rule.” I
am sensible I am not; and before I am so far de-
clined as to become insensible of it, I think it right
to put it out of my own power. I have the comfort
too of knowing that the person whom the public
choice has designated to receive the charge from me
is eminently qualified as a safe depository by the en-
dowments of integrity, understanding, & experi-
ence. On a review therefore of the reasons for my re-
tirement, I think you cannot fail to approve them.

To Henry Guest, Washington, January 4, 1809

Within a few days I retire to my family, my books &
farms; & having gained the harbor myself, I shall
look on my friends still buffeting the storm, with
anxiety indeed, but not with envy. Never did a pris-
oner, released from his chains, feel such relief as I
shall on shaking off the shackles of power. Nature
intended me for the tranquil pursuits of science, by
rendering them my supreme delight. But the enor-
mities of the times in which I have lived, have
forced me to take a part in resisting them, and to
commit myself on the boisterous ocean of political
passions. I thank god for the opportunity of retir-
ing from them without censure, and carrying with
me the most consoling proofs of public appro-
bation.

To P. S. Dupont de Nemours, Washington, March 2, 1809

I am held by the cords of love to my family & coun-
try, or I should certainly join you. Within a few days
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I shall now bury myself in the groves of Monticello,
& become a mere spectator of the passing events.

To Alexander von Humboldt, Washington, March 6, 1809

I am at length enjoying the never before luxury of
employing myself for my own gratification only.

To Meriwether Lewis, Monticello, August 16, 1809

I am leading a life of considerable activity as a farmer,
reading little & writing less. Something pursued
with ardor is necessary to guard us from the tedium
vitae,* and the active pursuits lessen most our sense
of the infirmities of age.

*weariness of life
To John Garland Jefferson, Monticello, January 25, 1810

My occupations here are almost exclusively given to
my farm & affairs. They furnish me exercise, health
& amusement, and with the recreations of family &
neighborly society, fill up most of my time, and give
a tranquility necessary to my time of life.

To William Lambert, Monticello, July 16, 1810

Anxious, in my retirement, to enjoy undisturbed re-
pose, my knowledge of my successor & late coadju-
tors, and my entire confidence in their wisdom and
integrity, were assurances to me that I might sleep
in security with such watchmen at the helm, and
that whatever difficulties & dangers should assail
our course, they would do what could be done to
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avoid or surmount them. In this confidence, I enve-
lope myself, & hope to slumber on to my last sleep.

To William Duane, Monticello, August 12, 1810

There is a fullness of time when men should go, &
not occupy too long the ground to which others
have a right to advance.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, August 17, 1811

In the scenes which are to ensue, I am to be but a
spectator. I have withdrawn myself from all political
intermeddlings, to indulge the evening of my life
with what have been the passions of every portion of
it, books, science, my farms, my family and friends.
To these every hour of the day is now devoted. I re-
tain a good activity of mind, not quite as much of
body, but uninterrupted health. Still the hand of age
is upon me. All my friends are nearly gone.

To James Maury, Monticello, April 25, 1812

I think it a great blessing that I retain understand-
ing enough to be sensible how much of it I have
lost, & to avoid exposing myself as a spectacle for
the pity of my friends: that I have surmounted the
difficult point of knowing when to retire. As a com-
pensation for faculties departed, nature gives me
good health, & a perfect resignation to the laws of
decay which she has prescribed to all the forms &
combinations of matter.

To William Duane, Monticello, October 1, 1812
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The summum bonum* with me is now truly Epicu-
rian, ease of body and tranquility of mind; & to
these I wish to consign my remaining days.

*the supreme good
To John Adams, Monticello, June 27, 1813

The swaggering on deck, as a passenger, is so much
more pleasant than clambering the ropes as a seaman,
& my confidence in the skill and activity of those em-
ployed to work the vessel is so entire, that I notice
nothing en passant,* but how smoothly she moves.

*in passing
To John Wayles Eppes, Poplar Forest, September 11, 1813

I am now retired: I resign myself, as a passenger,
with confidence to those at the present helm, and ask
but for rest, peace and good will.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, July 12, 1816

Tranquility is the summum bonum* of age. I wish
therefore to offend no man’s opinions, nor to draw
disquieting animadversions on my own. While duty
required it I met opposition with a firm and fearless
step. But loving mankind in my individual relations
with them I pray to be permitted to depart in their
peace; and like the superannuated soldier, “quadra-
genis stipendis emeritis,”** to hang my arms on the
post.

*the supreme good
**with forty years of honorable service

To Spencer Roane, Poplar Forest, September 6, 1819
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Time

You are now old enough to know how very impor-
tant to your future life will be the manner in which
you employ your present time. I hope therefore you
will never waste a moment of it.

To Peter Carr, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

It is to time I look as the surest remedy.
To William Short, Toulon, April 7, 1787

Time is sure, though slow.
Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, August 18, 1793

In no course of life have I been ever more closely
pressed by business than in the present. Much of
this proceeds from my own affairs; much from the
calls of others; leaving little time for indulgence in
my greatest of all amusements, reading. Doctor
Franklin used to say that when he was young, and
had time to read, he had not books; and now when
he had become old and had books, he had no time.
Perhaps it is that, when habit has strengthened our
sense of duties, they leave no time for other things;
but when young, we neglect them, and this gives us
time for any thing.

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, August 22, 1813

Consider how little time is left you, and how much
you have to attain in it, and that every moment you
lose of it is lost for ever.

To Francis Eppes, Monticello, October 6, 1820
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Time is now the most pressing and precious thing
in the world to you, and the greatest injury which
can possibly be done you is to waste what remains.

To Francis Eppes, Poplar Forest, 
December 13, 1820

Youth

It is while we are young that the habit of industry is
formed. If not then, it never is afterwards. The for-
tune of our lives therefore depends on employing
well the short period of youth.

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

Life’s Difficulties
s

I hope you will have better health, and still many
years of life to enjoy it. I mean if you desire it; for
I feel myself how possible it is that we may cease to
desire to live. Every course of life doubtless has its
difficulties.

To Carlo Bellini, Monticello, April 24, 1799

Bad Timing

A good cause is often injured more by ill timed
efforts of its friends than by the arguments of its
enemies.

To James Heaton, Monticello, May 20, 1826
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Condolences

By this time I hope your mind has felt the good ef-
fects of time & occupation. They are slow physicians
indeed, but they are the only ones. Their opiate in-
fluence lessens our sensibility tho their power does
not extend to dry up the sources of sorrow.

To Eliza House Trist, Paris, August 18, 1785

I . . . sincerely condole with you on the great loss
you have sustained. Experience, however, in the
same bitter school has taught me that it is not con-
dolence, but time and silence alone which can heal
those wounds.

To Henry Remsen, Philadelphia, March 18, 1792

Condolences were but renewals of grief.
To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, January 16, 1811

[On the death of Abigail Adams] Tried myself, in
the school of affliction, by the loss of every form of
connection which can rive the human heart, I know
well, and feel what you have lost, what you have suf-
fered, are suffering, and have yet to endure. The
same trials have taught me that, for ills so immea-
surable, time and silence are the only medicines. I
will not therefore, by useless condolences, open
afresh the sluices of your grief nor, altho’ mingling
sincerely my tears with yours, will I say a word
more, where words are vain, but that it is of some
comfort to us both that the term is not very distant
at which we are to deposit, in the same cerement,
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our sorrows and suffering bodies, and to ascend in
essence to an ecstatic meeting with the friends we
have loved and lost and whom we shall still love and
never lose again. God bless you and support you un-
der your heavy affliction.

To John Adams, Monticello, November 13, 1818

Defeat

Lamentations & invective were all that remained to
them.

To Richard M. Johnson, Washington, 
March 10, 1808

Failing Memory

Of all the faculties of the human mind that of Mem-
ory is the first which suffers decay from age.

To Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Monticello, July 12, 1812

A life of constant action leaves no time for record-
ing. Always thinking of what is next to be done,
what has been done is dismissed and soon obliterat-
ed from the memory.

To Horatio Gates Spafford, Monticello, May 11, 1819

Maladies

Calamity was our best physician.
To Richard Price, Paris, February 1, 1785

A malady of either body or mind once known is half
cured.

To the Marquis de Chastellux, Paris, September 2, 1785
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At your time of life the resources of nature are so
powerful that, in a case which gives her time, they
are infallible. In the whole course of my observa-
tions, I cannot recollect one instance of a chronic
complaint in any person of your age not being sur-
mounted, except in the case of consumption, which
is not yours. One very disagreeable circumstance in-
deed is the effect of the disease on your spirits. But
this is merely mechanical. It is not the result of rea-
soning on the known nature of your complaint.
That I am satisfied is known to nobody. The wisest
physicians agree in another fact, that there never
was an instance of a chronic complaint relieved by
medicine, even where the character of the disease is
known. But where it is unknown, medicine is given
at hap-hazard, and may do much mischief. Keep up
your strength then, by such exercise as you find
does not fatigue you, & by eating such things & in
such quantities as you find you can digest. This will
give time to the vis medicatrix naturae,* which, if it
be not thwarted in its efforts by medicine, is infalli-
ble in its resources at your time of life. Its efforts
would indeed be immensely aided if you could, by
the force of reason & confidence in her, counteract
the mechanical effects of the disease on your spirits.
But if you cannot do this, still exercise moderately,
eat soberly but sufficiently, and take no medicine,
and your friends will have nothing to fear. I think
we may strongly conjecture that your complaint is a
gout, because no other disease is so long in declaring
itself, and because you have a hereditary expectation
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of that. However if the symptoms be permitted to
develop themselves, they will in time unfold the dis-
ease, and bring on that crisis which is contrived by
nature to relieve it.

*the healing power of nature
To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Monticello, 
January 18, 1796

There are ills in life as desperate as intolerable.
To Samuel Brown, Monticello, July 14, 1813

Obstacles

I have always found it best to remove obstacles first.
To Abigail Adams, Paris, June 21, 1785

Regrets

Put . . . aside vain regrets.
To Joel Barlow, Monticello, April 16, 1811

Restrictions

We are bound down by the laws of our situation.
To William Duane, Monticello, March 28, 1811

Senility

Of all human contemplations the most abhorrent is
body without mind.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

The papers tell us that Genl. Starke is off at the age
of 93. Charles Thomson still lives at about the same
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age, cheerful, slender as a grasshopper, and so much
without memory that he scarcely recognizes the
members of his household. An intimate friend of his
called on him not long since: it was difficult to make
him recollect who he was, and, sitting one hour, he
told him the same story 4 times over. Is this life? . . .
It is at most but the life of a cabbage; surely not
worth a wish. When all our faculties have left, or are
leaving us, one by one, sight, hearing, memory, every
avenue of pleasing sensation is closed, and athumy,
debility and malaise left in their places, when the
friends of our youth are all gone, and a generation is
risen around us whom we know not, is death an
evil? . . . I have ever dreaded a doting old age; and
my health has been generally so good, and is now so
good, that I dread it still. The rapid decline of my
strength during the last winter has made me hope
sometimes that I see land. During summer I enjoy its
temperature, but I shudder at the approach of winter,
and wish I could sleep through it with the Dor-
mouse, and only wake with him in spring, if ever.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 1, 1822

The misfortune of a weakened mind is an insensi-
bility of its weakness.

To Edward Livingston, Monticello, March 25, 1825

Small Problems

Do not be discouraged by small difficulties.
To John Taylor, Monticello, November 26, 1798
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Surviving Ordeals

It is pleasant for those who have just escaped threat-
ened shipwreck, to hail one another when landed in
unexpected safety.

To James Warren, Washington, March 21, 1801

Love
s

I wish they had formed us like the birds of the air,
able to fly where we please. I would have exchanged
for this many of the boasted preeminencies of man. I
was so unlucky when very young, as to read the his-
tory of Fortunatus. He had a cap of such virtues that
when he put it on his head, and wished himself any-
where, he was there. I have been all my life sighing
for this cap. Yet if I had it, I question if I should use
it but once. I should wish myself with you, and not
wish myself away again.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, December 24, 1786

A great deal of love given to a few, is better than a
little to many.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 27, 1788

If I love you more, it is because you deserve more.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 30, 1788
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To James Warren, Washington, March 21, 1801

Love
s

I wish they had formed us like the birds of the air,
able to fly where we please. I would have exchanged
for this many of the boasted preeminencies of man. I
was so unlucky when very young, as to read the his-
tory of Fortunatus. He had a cap of such virtues that
when he put it on his head, and wished himself any-
where, he was there. I have been all my life sighing
for this cap. Yet if I had it, I question if I should use
it but once. I should wish myself with you, and not
wish myself away again.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, December 24, 1786

A great deal of love given to a few, is better than a
little to many.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 27, 1788

If I love you more, it is because you deserve more.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 30, 1788
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Let us be together in spirit. Preserve for me always
a little corner in your affection in exchange for the
spacious part you occupy in mine.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, January 14, 1789

Love is always a consolatory thing.
To Maria Cosway, Paris, May 21, 1789

When wafting on the bosom of the ocean I shall
pray it to be as calm and smooth as yours to me.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, May 21, 1789

We think last of those we love most.
To Maria Cosway, Cowes, Isle of Wight, October 14, 1789

In truth whenever I think of you, I am hurried off
on the wings of imagination into regions where fan-
cy submits all things to our will.

To Maria Cosway, Monticello, September 8, 1795

The Military
s

Army

Our men are good, but our generals unqualified. Every
failure we have incurred has been the fault of the
general, the men evincing courage in every instance.

To Samuel Brown, Monticello, July 14, 1813
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Military Command

Our war on the land has commenced most inauspi-
ciously. I fear we are to expect reverses until we can
find out who are qualified for command, & until
these can learn their profession. The proof of a gen-
eral, to know whether he will stand fire, costs a
more serious price than that of a cannon.

To William Duane, Monticello, January 22, 1813

The creator has not thought proper to mark those in
the forehead who are of stuff to make good generals.
We are first therefore to seek them blindfold, and
then let them learn the trade at the expense of great
losses.

To Theodorus Bailey, Monticello, February 6, 1813

It is unfortunate that heaven has not set its stamp
on the forehead of those whom it has qualified for
military achievement. That it has left us to draw for
them in a lottery of so many blanks to a prize, and
where the blank is to be manifested only by the pub-
lic misfortunes.

To John Armstrong, Monticello, February 8, 1813

Navy

Every rational citizen must wish to see an effective
instrument of coercion, and should fear to see it on
any other element but the water. A naval force can
never endanger our liberties, nor occasion blood-
shed; a land force would do both.

To James Monroe, Paris, August 11, 1786
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At sea we have rescued our character.
To Samuel Brown, Monticello, 
July 14, 1813

Morality
s

The great principles of right and wrong are legible
to every reader; to pursue them requires not the aid
of many counsellors.

A Summary View of the Rights of British America, 1774

Give up money, give up fame, give up science, give
up the earth itself & all it contains rather than do an
immoral act. And never suppose that in any possible
situation or under any circumstances that it is best
for you to do a dishonorable thing however slightly
so it may appear to you. Whenever you are to do a
thing tho’ it can never be known but to yourself, ask
yourself how you would act were all the world look-
ing at you, & act accordingly.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Morals were too essential to the happiness of man,
to be risked on the uncertain combinations of the
head. She laid their foundation, therefore, in senti-
ment, not in science.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786
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We may well admit morality to be the child of the
understanding rather than of the senses, when we
observe that it becomes dearer to us as the latter
weaken, & as the former grows stronger by time &
experience till the hour arrives in which all other
objects lose all their value.

To Richard Price, Paris, July 11, 1788

I know but one code of morality for man whether
acting singly or collectively. He who says I will be a
rogue when I act in company with a hundred others
but an honest man when I act alone, will be believed
in the former assertion, but not in the latter.

To James Madison, Paris, August 28, 1789

We are firmly convinced, and we act on that convic-
tion, that with nations, as with individuals, our in-
terests soundly calculated, will ever be found insep-
arable from our moral duties.

Second Inaugural Address, March 4, 1805

It has a great effect on the opinion of our people &
the world to have the moral right on our side.

To President James Madison, Monticello, April 19, 1809

I never did, or countenanced, in public life, a single
act inconsistent with the strictest good faith, having
never believed there was one code of morality for a
public, & another for a private man.

To Don Valentine de Foronda, Monticello, 
October 4, 1809
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I sincerely then believe with you in the general exis-
tence of a moral instinct. I think it the brightest
gem with which the human character is studded;
and the want of it as more degrading than the most
hideous of the bodily deformities.

To Thomas Law, Poplar Forest, June 13, 1814

He [God] has formed us moral agents. Not that, in
the perfection of his state, he can feel pain or plea-
sure from any thing we may do: he is far above our
power; but that we may promote the happiness of
those with whom he has placed us in society, by act-
ing honestly towards all, benevolently to those who
fall within our way, respecting sacredly their rights,
bodily and mental, and cherishing especially their
freedom of conscience, as we value our own.

To Miles King, Monticello, September 26, 1814

I fear, from the experience of the last 25 years that
morals do not, of necessity, advance hand in hand
with the sciences.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, June 28, 1815

The moral sense is as much a part of our constitu-
tion as that of feeling, seeing, or hearing.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 14, 1816

Aid

The laws of humanity make it a duty for nations, as
well as individuals, to succor those whom accident
& distress have thrown upon them.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, January 24, 1807

302 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



Character

If pride of character be of worth at any time, it is
when it disarms the efforts of malice.

To Thomas Nelson, Richmond, February 21, 1781

[I hope] to become acquainted with your father who
must be good, because you are so. The fruit is a
specimen of the tree.

Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, August 17, 1788

The uniform tenor of a man’s life furnishes better
evidence of what he has said or done on any particu-
lar occasion than the word of any enemy.

To George Clinton, Washington, December 31, 1803

The only exact testimony of a man is his actions,
leaving the reader to pronounce on them his own
judgment.

To Louis H. Girardin, Monticello, March 27, 1815

Charity

I deem it the duty of every man to devote a certain
proportion of his income for charitable purposes. . . .
However disposed the mind may feel to unlimited
good, our means having limits, we are necessarily
circumscribed by them.

To Drs. Rogers and Slaughter, Washington, March 2, 1806

The aid we would be disposed to give to a promis-
ing enterprise would be very different from that we
might offer to a desperate one.

To Jean de la Coste, Washington, May 24, 1807
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We are all doubtless bound to contribute a certain
portion of our income to the support of charitable &
other useful public institutions. But it is a part of
our duty also to apply our contributions in the most
effectual way we can to secure their object. The
question then is whether this will not be better done
by each of us appropriating our whole contributions
to the institutions within our own reach, under our
own eye; & over which we can exercise some useful
control? Or would it be better that each should di-
vide the sum he can spare among all the institutions
of his state, or of the United States? Reason, & the
interest of these institutions themselves certainly de-
cide in favor of the former practice. This question
has been forced on me heretofore by the multitude
of applications which have come to me from every
quarter of the union on behalf of academies, church-
es, missions, hospitals, charitable establishments,
&c. Had I parceled among them all the contribu-
tions which I could spare, it would have been for
each too feeble a sum to be worthy of being either
given or received. If each portion of the state, on the
contrary will apply its aids & its attentions exclu-
sively to those nearest around them, all will be better
taken care of. Their support, their conduct, & the
best administration of their funds, will be under the
inspection & control of those most convenient to
take cognizance of them, & most interested in their
prosperity.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, January 15, 1810

304 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



Private charities, as well as contributions to public
purposes in proportion to every one’s circumstances,
are certainly among the duties we owe to society.

To Charles Christian, Monticello, March 21, 1812

Conscience

Never do nor say a bad thing. If ever you are about
to say any thing amiss or to do any thing wrong,
consider before hand. You will feel something with-
in you which will tell you it is wrong & ought not to
be said or done: this is your conscience, & be sure to
obey it. Our maker has given us all, this faithful in-
ternal Monitor, and if you always obey it, you will al-
ways be prepared for the end of the world: or for a
much more certain event which is death. This must
happen to all: it puts an end to the world as to us, &
the way to be ready for it is never to do a wrong act.

To Martha Jefferson, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

The moral sense, or conscience, is as much a part of
man as his leg or arm. It is given to all human be-
ings in a stronger or weaker degree, as force of
members is given them in a greater or less degree. It
may be strengthened by exercise, as may any partic-
ular limb of the body. This sense is submitted in-
deed in some degree to the guidance of reason; but
it is a small stock which is required for this: even a
less one than what we call Common sense. State a
moral case to a ploughman & a professor. The for-
mer will decide it as well, & often better than the
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latter, because he has not been led astray by artificial
rules.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

Doing Good

I know that, to you, a consciousness of doing good
is a luxury ineffable.

To George Wythe, Paris, September 16, 1787

You . . . will find that we are working for ourselves
while we do good to others.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Philadelphia, February 12, 1800

Doing What Is Right

If ever you find yourself environed with difficulties &
perplexing circumstances, out of which you are at a
loss how to extricate yourself, do what is right, and
be assured that that will extricate you the best out of
the worst situations. Tho’ you cannot see when you
take one step, what will be the next, yet follow truth,
justice, & plain dealing, & never fear their leading
you out of the labyrinth in the easiest manner possi-
ble. The knot which you thought a Gordian one will
untie itself before you.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

If ever you find yourself in difficulty and doubt how
to extricate yourself, do what is right, & you will
find it the easiest way of getting out of the difficulty.

To Martha Jefferson, Toulon, April 7, 1787
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My principle is to do whatever is right, and leave
consequences to him who has the disposal of them.

To George Logan, Monticello, October 3, 1813

The End Justifies the Means

It is a maxim of our municipal law, and, I believe, of
universal law, that he who permits the end, permits
of course the means, without which the end cannot
be effected.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, March 23, 1808

Integrity

Rigid integrity is the first and most gainful qualifica-
tion (in the long run) in every profession.

To John Garland Jefferson, Philadelphia, 
February 5, 1791

I am sure that in estimating every man of value ei-
ther in private or public life, a pure integrity is the
quality we take first into calculation, and that learn-
ing and talents are only the second. After these
come benevolence, good temper &c. But the first is
always that sort of integrity which makes a man act
in the dark as if it was in the open blaze of day.

To John Garland Jefferson, Philadelphia, June 15, 1792

Principles

When principles are well understood their applica-
tion is less embarrassing.

To Gouverneur Morris, Philadelphia, 
December 30, 1792
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An unprincipled man, let his other fitnesses be what
they will, ought never to be employed.

To George Gilmer, Philadelphia, June 28, 1793

I know my own principles to be pure, and there-
fore am not ashamed of them. On the contrary I wish
them known, & therefore willingly express them
to every one. They are the same I have acted on
from the year 75 to this day, and are the same, I am
sure, with those of the great body of the American
people.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, August 22, 1798

True wisdom does not lie in mere practice without
principle.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 14, 1816

Repentance

When sins are dear to us we are but too prone to
slide into them again. The act of repentance itself is
often sweetened with the thought that it clears our
account for a repetition of the same sin.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, November 19, 1786

Virtue

Encourage all your virtuous dispositions, & exercise
them whenever an opportunity arises, being assured
that they will gain strength by exercise as a limb of
the body does, & that exercise will make them ha-
bitual. From the practice of the purest virtue you
may be assured you will derive the most sublime
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comforts in every moment of life, & in the moment
of death.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 19, 1785

Virtues of the heart require time and trial [to dis-
cover].

To William Carmichael, Bourdeaux, May 26, 1787

That there is much vice & misery in the world, I
know: but more virtue & happiness I believe, at least
in our part of it.

To Abbé Salimankis, Monticello, March 14, 1810

Without virtue, happiness cannot be.
To Amos J. Cook, Monticello, January 21, 1816

The essence of virtue is in doing good to others.
To John Adams, Monticello, October 14, 1816

If no action is to be deemed virtuous for which mal-
ice can imagine a sinister motive, then there never
was a virtuous action; no, not even in the life of our
savior himself. But he has taught us to judge the
tree by its fruit, and to leave motives to him who can
alone see into them.

To Martin Van Buren, Monticello, 
June 29, 1824
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The Natural World
s

Botany

Botany is the school for patience, and its amateurs
learn resignation from daily disappointments.

To Madame de Tessé, Paris, 
April 25, 1788

Botany I rank with the most valuable sciences,
whether we consider its subjects as furnishing the
principal subsistence of life to man & beast, delicious
varieties for our tables, refreshments from our or-
chards, the adornments of our flower-borders, shade
and perfume of our groves, materials for our build-
ings, or medicaments for our bodies.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, 
October 7, 1814

Chemistry

I think it on the contrary among the most useful of
sciences, and big with future discoveries for the utili-
ty & safety of the human race. It is yet indeed a mere
embryon. Its principles are contested. Experiments
seem contradictory; their subjects are so minute as to
escape our senses; and their result too fallacious to
satisfy the mind.

To the Rev. James Madison, Paris, 
July 19, 1788



Climate

How have you weathered this rigorous season, my
dear friend? Surely it was never so cold before. To
me who am an animal of a warm climate, a mere
orangutan, it has been a severe trial.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, January 14, 1789

On the whole, I find nothing anywhere else, in point
of climate, which Virginia need envy to any part of
the world. . . . When we consider how much climate
contributes to the happiness of our condition, by the
fine sensations it excites, and the productions it is
the parent of, we have reason to value highly the
accident of birth in such a one as that of Virginia.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Lake Champlain, 
May 31, 1791

I think it more probable you should return to bask in
the genial sunshine of this country, than that I should
go to shiver under the frozen skies of the North.

To Horatio Gates, Monticello, February 3, 1794

Let us quit this, & turn to the fine weather we are
basking in. We have had one of our tropical winters.
Once only a snow of 3 inches deep, which went off
the next day, & never as much ice as would have
cooled a bottle of wine. And we have now but a
month to go through of winter weather, for Febru-
ary always gives us good samples of the spring of
which it is the harbinger.

To James Madison, Monticello, December 28, 1794
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We have had this year such rains as never came I
believe since Noah’s flood.

To George Washington, Monticello, September 12, 1795

I have often wondered that any human being should
live in a cold country who can find room in a warm
one. I have no doubt but that cold is the source of
more sufferance to all animal nature than hunger,
thirst, sickness, & all the other pains of life & death it-
self put together. I live in a temperate climate, and
under circumstances which do not expose me often to
cold. Yet when I recollect on one hand all the suffer-
ings I have had from cold, & on the other all my oth-
er pains, the former preponderate greatly. What then
must be the sum of that evil if we take in the vast
land & by sea, all the families of beasts, birds, rep-
tiles, & even the vegetable kingdom! for that too has
life, and where there is life there may be sensation.

To William Dunbar, Washington, January 12, 1801

Certainly it is a truth that climate is one of the
sources of the greatest sensual enjoyment.

To Joseph Priestley, Washington, June 19, 1802

In no case, perhaps, does habit attach our choice or
judgment more than in climate. The Canadian
glows with delight in his sleigh & snow; the very
idea of which gives me the shivers.

To the Comte de Volney, Washington, February 8, 1805

The change which has taken place in our climate, is
one of those facts which all men of years are sensible
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of, & yet none can prove by regular evidence, they
can only appeal to each other’s general observation
for the fact.

To Dr. Nathaniel Chapman, Monticello, 
December 11, 1809

Emptiness

Where there is an absence of matter, I call it void, or
nothing, or immaterial space.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 15, 1820

Flowers

Nothing new has happened in our neighborhood
since you left us; the houses and the trees stand
where they did; the flowers come forth like the
belles of the day, have their short reign of beauty
and splendor, and retire, like them, to the more in-
teresting office of reproducing their like. The Hy-
acinths and Tulips are off the stage, the Irises are
giving place to the Belladonnas, as these will to the
Tuberoses, etc.; as your mamma has done to you,
my dear Anne, as you will do to the sisters of little
John, and as I shall soon and cheerfully do to you all
in wishing you a long, long good-night.

To Anne C. Bankhead, Monticello, May 26, 1811

Natural History

Nobody can desire more ardently than myself to
concur in whatever may promote useful science, and
I view no science with more partiality than Natural
history.

To Jean de la Coste, Washington, May 24, 1807
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Nature

This is the fact. We know too little of the operations
of Nature in the physical world to assign causes with
any degree of confidence. Willing always however to
guess at what we do not know, I have sometimes in-
dulged myself with conjectures on the causes.

To Jean Baptiste Le Roy, Paris, November 13, 1786

Rainbows

I remark a rainbow of a great portion of the circle
observed by you when on the line of demarcation. I
live in a situation which has given me an opportuni-
ty of seeing more than the semicircle often. I am on
a hill 500 ft. perpendicularly high. On the west side
it breaks down abruptly to the base where a river
passes through. A rainbow therefore about sunset,
plunges one of its legs down to the river, 500 ft. be-
low the level of the eye on the top of the hill. I have
twice seen bows formed by the moon. They were of
the color of the common circle round the moon, and
were very near, being within a few paces of me in
both instances.

To William Dunbar, Washington, January 12, 1801

Rocks

It is now generally agreed that rocks grow, and it
seems that it grows in layers in every direction, as
the branches of trees grow in all directions. . . .
Every thing in nature decays. If it were not repro-
duced then by growth, there would be a chasm.

To Charles Thomson, Paris, September 20, 1787
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Science

Besides the comfort of knowledge, every science is
auxiliary to every other.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., Paris, August 27, 1786

What a field have we set at our doors to signalize
ourselves in! The botany of America is far from be-
ing exhausted, its mineralogy is untouched, and its
Natural History or Zoology totally mistaken and
misrepresented. . . . It is the work to which the
young men you are forming should lay their hands.
We have spent the prime of our lives in procuring
them the precious blessing of liberty. Let them
spend theirs in showing that it is the great parent of
science and virtue, and that a nation will be great in
both always in proportion as it is free.

To Joseph Willard, March 24, 1789

The more ignorant we become the less value we set
on science, and the less inclination we shall have to
seek it.

To John Adams, Monticello, May 27, 1795

Our country offers to the lovers of science a rich
field of the works of nature, but little explored, ex-
cept in the department of botany.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Monticello, October 14, 1795

I am for encouraging the progress of science in all
its branches.

To Elbridge Gerry, January 26, 1799
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There are other branches of science [besides mathe-
matics] worth the attention of every man. Astronomy,
botany, chemistry, natural philosophy, natural history,
anatomy. Not indeed to be a proficient in them; but to
possess their general principles & outlines, so as that
we may be able to amuse and inform ourselves further
in any of them as we proceed through life & have oc-
casion for them. Some knowledge of them is neces-
sary for our character as well as comfort.

To William Green Munford, June 18, 1799

It is impossible for a man who takes a survey of
what is already known, not to see what an immensi-
ty in every branch of science yet remains to be dis-
covered, & that too of articles to which our faculties
seem adequate.

To William Green Munford, June 18, 1799

I have changed my circle here according to my
wish; abandoning the rich, & declining their dinners
& parties, and associating entirely with the class of
science, of whom there is a valuable society here.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
February 11, 1800

Every son of science feels a strong & disinterested
desire of promoting it in every part of the earth.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, February 5, 1803

We certainly are not to deny whatever we cannot ac-
count for. A thousand phenomena present themselves
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daily which we cannot explain, but where facts are
suggested, bearing no analogy with the laws of na-
ture as yet known to us, their verity needs proofs
proportioned to their difficulty. A cautious mind
will weigh well the opposition of the phenomenon
to everything hitherto observed, the strength of the
testimony by which it is supported, and the errors &
misconceptions to which even our senses are liable.

To Daniel Salmon, Washington, February 15, 1808

You know the just esteem which attached itself to
Doctor Franklin’s science, because he always en-
deavored to direct it to something useful in private
life.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, July 10, 1812

But even in Europe a change has sensibly taken
place in the mind of man. Science had liberated the
ideas of those who read and reflect, and the Ameri-
can example had kindled feelings of right in the
people. An insurrection has consequently begun, of
science, talents, & courage, against rank and birth,
which have fallen into contempt. It has failed in
its first effort, because the mobs of the cities, the in-
strument used for its accomplishment, debased by
ignorance, poverty, and vice, could not be re-
strained to rational action. But the world will re-
cover from the panic of this first catastrophe. Sci-
ence is progressive, and talents and enterprise on
the alert.

To John Adams, October 28, 1813
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Nature has, in truth, produced units only through
all her works. Classes, orders, genera, species are
not of her work. Her creation is of individuals. No
two animals are exactly alike; no two plants, nor
even two leaves or blades of grass; no two crystal-
lizations. And if we may venture from what is with-
in the cognizance of such organs as ours to conclude
on that beyond their powers, we must believe that
no two particles of matter are of exact resemblance.
This infinitude of units or individuals being far be-
yond the capacity of our memory, we are obliged, in
aid of that, to distribute them into masses, throwing
into each of these all the individuals which have a
certain degree of resemblance; to subdivide these
again into smaller groups, according to certain
points of dissimilitude observable in them; and so
on until we have formed what we call a system of
classes, orders, genera, and species.

To John Manners, February 22, 1814

I am not fond of reading what is merely abstract,
and unapplied immediately to some useful science.
Bonaparte, with his repeated derisions of Ideolo-
gists (squinting at this author) has by this time felt
that true wisdom does not lie in mere practice with-
out principle.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 14, 1816

When I contemplate the immense advances in sci-
ence, and discoveries in the arts which have been
made within the period of my life, I look forward

318 thoughts and words of thomas jefferson



with confidence to equal advances by the present
generation; and have no doubt they will conse-
quently be as much wiser than we have been, as we
than our fathers were, and they than the burners of
witches.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, March 3, 1818

Soil

The soil is the gift of God to the living.
To John Wayles Eppes, Monticello, June 24, 1813

Springtime in the Mountains

The soft genial temperature of the season, just
above the want of fire, enlivened by the reanimation
of birds, flowers, the fields, forests & gardens, has
been truly delightful & continues to be so. My peach
& cherry trees blossomed on the 9th of March. . . .
The fine temperate weather of spring continues here
about two months. Indeed my experience of the dif-
ferent parts of America convinces me that these
mountains are the Eden of the U.S. for soil, climate,
navigation & health.

To the Comte de Volney, Monticello, April 9, 1797

Thermometer Readings

Fahrenheit’s thermometer is the only one in use
with us. I make my daily observations as early as
possible in the morning & again about 4 o’clock in
the afternoon, these generally showing the maxima
of cold & heat in the course of 24 hours.

To Giovanni Fabbroni, Williamsburg, June 8, 1778
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Trees

The Bois de Boulogne,* invites you earnestly to
come and survey its beautiful verdure, to retire to its
umbrage from the heats of the season. I was
through it to-day, as I am every day. Every tree
charged me with this invitation to you.

*the former royal hunting park in Paris
To Madame de Corny, Paris, June 30, 1787

I never before knew the full value of trees. My
house is entirely embosomed in high plane trees,
with good grass below, & under them I breakfast,
dine, write, read, & receive my company. What
would I not give that the trees planted nearest
round the house at Monticello were full grown.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
July 7, 1793

[Remembrance by Margaret Bayard Smith] I re-
member on one occasion (it was after he was Presi-
dent) his exclaiming “How I wish that I possessed
the power of a despot.” The company at [the] table
stared at a declaration so opposed to his disposition
and principles. “Yes,” continued he, in reply to their
inquiring looks, “I wish I was a despot that I might
save the noble, the beautiful trees that are daily
falling sacrifices to the cupidity of their owners, or
the necessity of the poor.”

Margaret Bayard Smith, Reminiscences, 1837
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Occupations
s

Interesting occupations are essential to happiness:
indeed the whole art of being happy consists in the
art of finding employment.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, New York, April 26, 1790

Doctors

The followers of Esculapius are also numerous [like
lawyers]. Yet I have remarked that wherever one
sets himself down in a good neighborhood, not pre-
occupied, he secures to himself its practice, and, if
prudent, is not long, in acquiring whereon to retire
& live in comfort. The physician is happy in the at-
tachment of the families in which he practices. All
think he has saved some one of them, & he finds
himself every where a welcome guest, a home in
every house. If, to the consciousness of having saved
some lives, he can add that of having at no time,
from want of caution, destroyed the boon he was
called to save, he will enjoy in age the happy reflec-
tion of not having lived in vain.

To David Campbell, Monticello, January 28, 1810

Lawyers

A lawyer without books would be like a workman
without tools.

To Thomas Turpin, Shadwell, February 5, 1769



The law may be studied as well at one place as an-
other; because it is a study of books alone; at least
till near the close of it. Books can be read equally
well at Williamsburg, at London, or Paris. The
study of the law is an affair of 3 years.

To Thomas Mann Randolph, Sr., Paris, August 11, 1787

Law [as a profession] is quite overdone. It is fallen
to the ground; and a man must have great powers to
raise himself in it to either honor or profit. The mob
of the profession get by it as little money & less re-
spect, than they would by digging the earth. . . . [At
his retirement] the lawyer has only to recollect, how
many, by his dexterity, have been cheated of their
right, and reduced to beggary.

To David Campbell, Monticello, January 28, 1810

It is not incumbent on lawyers to be learned.
To Isaac McPherson, Monticello, August 13, 1813

Merchants

Skill, punctuality, and integrity are the requisites in
such a character.

To George Washington, Paris, November 14, 1786

Merchants have no country.
To Horatio G. Spafford, Monticello, March 17, 1814

Teachers

Do not be misled by others into an opinion that to
oppose a tutor and to set him at defiance is showing
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a laudable spirit, on the contrary nothing can be
more blamable, and nothing will discredit you more
in the opinion of sensible men.

To Peter Carr, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

Pain and Pleasure
s

Head. Put into one scale the pleasures which any
object may offer; but put fairly into the other the
pains which are to follow, and see which preponder-
ates. The making an acquaintance is not a matter of
indifference. When a new one is proposed to you,
view it all round. Consider what advantages it pres-
ents, and to what inconveniences it may expose you.
Do not bite at the bait of pleasure till you know
there is no hook beneath it. The art of life is the art
of avoiding pain: and he is the best pilot who steers
clearest of the rocks and shoals with which it is be-
set. Pleasure is always before us; but misfortune is
at our side: while running after that, this arrests us.
The most effectual means of being secure against
pain is to retire within ourselves, and to suffice for
our own happiness. Those, which depend on our-
selves, are the only pleasures a wise man will count
on: for nothing is ours which another may deprive
us of. Hence the inestimable value of intellectual
pleasures. Ever in our power, always leading us to
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something new, never cloying, we ride, serene and
sublime, above the concerns of this mortal world,
contemplating truth and nature, matter and motion,
the laws which bind up their existence, and that eter-
nal being who made and bound them up by these
laws. Let this be our employ. Leave the bustle and
tumult of society to those who have not talents to oc-
cupy themselves without them. Friendship is but an-
other name for an alliance with the follies and the
misfortunes of others. Our own share of miseries is
sufficient: why enter then as volunteers into those of
another? Is there so little gall poured into our own
cup that we must needs help to drink that of our
neighbor? A friend dies or leaves us: we feel as if a
limb was cut off. He is sick: we must watch over him,
and participate of his pains. His fortune is ship-
wrecked: ours must be laid under contribution. He
loses a child, a parent or a partner: we must mourn
the loss as if it was our own.

Heart. And what more sublime delight than
to mingle tears with one whom the hand of heaven
hath smitten! To watch over the bed of sickness,
and to beguile its tedious and its painful moments!
To share our bread with one to whom misfortune
has left none! This world abounds indeed with mis-
ery: to lighten its burden we must divide it with
one another. But let us now try the virtues of your
mathematical balance, and as you have put into one
scale the burdens of friendship, let me put its com-
forts into the other. When languishing then under
disease, how grateful is the solace of our friends!
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How are we penetrated with their assiduities and
attentions! How much are we supported by their
encouragements and kind offices! When Heaven
has taken from us some object of our love, how
sweet is it to have a bosom whereon to recline our
heads, and into which we may pour the torrent of
our tears! Grief, with such a comfort, is almost a
luxury! . . .

We have no rose without its thorn; no pleasure
without alloy. It is the law of our existence, and we
must acquiesce. It is the condition annexed to all
our pleasures, not by us who receive, but by him
who gives them.

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

I do not agree that an age of pleasure is no com-
pensation for a moment of pain.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

Grief

Deeply practiced in the school of affliction, the hu-
man heart knows no joy which I have not lost, no
sorrow of which I have not drunk! Fortune can
present no grief of unknown form to me! Who then
can so softly bind up the wound of another as he
who has felt the same wound himself?

To Maria Cosway, Paris, October 12, 1786

I have ever found time & silence the only medicine,
and these but assuage, they never can suppress, the
deep-drawn sigh which recollection for ever brings
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up, until recollection and life are extinguished to-
gether.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 12, 1813

I have often wondered for what good end the sensa-
tions of Grief could be intended. All our other pas-
sions, within proper bounds, have an useful object.
And the perfection of the moral character is, not in a
Stoical apathy, so hypocritically vaunted, and so un-
truly too, because impossible; but in a just equilibri-
um of all the passions. I wish the pathologists then
would tell us what is the use of grief in the economy,
and of what good it is the cause, proximate or re-
mote.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 8, 1816

I see that, with the other evils of life, it is destined to
temper the cup we are to drink.

To John Adams, Monticello, August 1, 1816

Peace
s

Peace and friendship with all mankind is our wisest
policy: and I wish we may be permitted to pursue
them. But the temper and the folly of our enemies
may not leave this in our choice.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, May 6, 1786
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We love & we value peace: we know its blessings
from experience. We abhor the follies of war, & are
not untried in its distresses & calamities.

To William Carmichael and William Short, Philadelphia,
June 30, 1793

For myself, I wish for peace, if it can be preserved,
salva fide et honore.*

*with safety to one’s honor
To James Monroe, Monticello, April 24, 1794

I confess to you I have seen enough of one war never
to wish to see another.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 25, 1794

As to myself, I love peace, and I am anxious that we
should give the world still another useful lesson, by
showing to them other modes of punishing injuries
than by war, which is as much a punishment to the
punisher as to the sufferer.

To Tench Coxe, Monticello, May 1, 1794

The newspapers tell us France is beating the world
into peace. The world will gain more by defeats lead-
ing to peace, than victories leading to war. God send
us peace.

To Joseph Mussi, Monticello, January 21, 1795

Peace is our passion.
To Sir John Sinclair, Washington, June 30, 1803
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My hope of preserving peace for our country is not
founded in the greater principles of non-resistance
under every wrong, but in the belief that a just &
friendly conduct on our part will procure justice &
friendship from others.

To the Earl of Buchan, Washington, July 10, 1803

We ask for peace & justice from all nations.
To James Monroe, Washington, May 4, 1806

Altho’ our prospect is peace, our policy & purpose is
to provide for defense by all those means to which
our resources are competent.

To James Bowdoin, Washington, July 10, 1806

Peace . . . has been our principle, peace is our inter-
est, and peace has saved to the world this only plant
of free and rational government now existing in it.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Monticello, April 13, 1811 [1816?]

When peace becomes more losing than war, we may
prefer the latter on principles of pecuniary calcula-
tion. But for us to attempt, by war, to reform all Eu-
rope, & bring them back to principles of morality & a
respect for the equal rights of nations, would show us
to be only maniacs of another character. We should,
indeed, have the merit of the good intentions, as well
as of the folly of the hero of La Mancha.

To William Wirt, Monticello, May 3, 1811

Peace is better for us all.
To Francis C. Gray, Monticello, March 4, 1815
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I pray . . . for peace, as best for all the world, best
for us, and best for me, who have already lived to
see three wars, and now pant for nothing more than
to be permitted to depart in peace.

To Thomas Leiper, Monticello, June 12, 1815

Peace & justice shall be the polar stars of the Ameri-
can societies.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, October 24, 1820

Peace and neutrality seem to be our duty and interest.
To President James Monroe, Monticello, June 11, 1823

The People
s

Our people in a body are wise, because they are un-
der the unrestrained and unperverted operation of
their own understanding.

To Joseph Priestley, Washington, June 19, 1802

Delusion of

The delusion of the people is necessary to the domi-
nant party. I see the extent to which that delusion
has been already carried, and I see there is no length
to which it may not be pushed by a party in posses-
sion of the revenues & the legal authorities of the
U.S. for a short time indeed, but yet long enough to
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admit much particular mischief. There is no event
therefore, however atrocious, which may not be ex-
pected.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, August 22, 1798

Population

A century’s experience has shown that we double our
numbers every twenty or twenty-five years. No cir-
cumstance can be foreseen at this moment which will
lessen our rate of multiplication for centuries to come.

To the Comte de Montmorin, Paris, July 23, 1787

Self-Government

I have no fear that the result of our experiment will
be that men may be trusted to govern themselves
without a master. Could the contrary of this be
proved, I should conclude either that there is no
god, or that he is a malevolent being.

To David Hartley, Paris, July 2, 1787

It was by the sober sense of our citizens that we
were safely and steadily conducted from monarchy
to republicanism, and it is by the same agency alone
we can be kept from falling back.

To Arthur Campbell, Monticello, September 1, 1797

I will never believe that man is incapable of self-
government; that he has no resources but in a master,
who is but a man like himself, and generally a worse
man, inasmuch as power tends to deprave him.

To Everard Meade, Philadelphia, April 8, 1800
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The will of the people . . . is the only legitimate
foundation of any government.

To Benjamin Waring and others, Washington, 
March 23, 1801

The people of every country are the only safe
guardians of their own rights, and are the only in-
struments which can be used for their destruction.
And certainly they would never consent to be so
used were they not deceived. To avoid this, they
should be instructed, to a certain degree.

To John Wyche, Monticello, May 19, 1809

No man has greater confidence than I have, in the
spirit of the people, to a rational extent. Whatever
they can, they will.

To James Monroe, Monticello, October 16, 1814

The right of nations to self-government being my
polar star, my partialities are steered by it.

To José Correa da Serra, Monticello, June 28, 1815

Politics
s

My private business can never call me elsewhere,
and certainly politics will not, which I have ever
hated both in theory & practice.

To Horatio Gates, Monticello, February 3, 1794
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Political conversations I really dislike, & therefore
avoid where I can without affectation.

To George Washington, Monticello, June 19, 1796

If the game runs sometimes against us at home, we
must have patience, till luck turns, & then we shall
have an opportunity of winning back the principles
we have lost. For this is a game where principles are
the stake.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, June 4, 1798

Politics are such a torment that I would advise every
one I love not to mix with them.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
February 11, 1800

The scene passing here makes me pant to be away
from it—to fly from the circle of cabal, intrigue, and
hatred, to one where all is love and peace.

To Mary Jefferson Eppes, Washington, February 15, 1801

Party Spirit

Politics & party hatreds destroy the happiness of
every being.

To Martha Jefferson Randolph, Philadelphia, 
May 17, 1798

Every word which goes from me, whether verbally
or in writing, becomes the subject of so much ma-
lignant distortion, & perverted construction, that I
am obliged to caution my friends against admitting
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the possibility of my letters getting into the public
papers, or a copy of them to be taken under any de-
gree of confidence.

To Edward Dowse, Washington, April 19, 1803

So inveterate is the rancor of party spirit among us,
that nothing ought to be credited but what we hear
with our own ears. . . . Little is to be believed which
interests the prevailing passions, and happens be-
yond the limits of our own senses.

To James Monroe, Washington, March 10, 1808

Political Abuse

Unmerited abuse wounds, while unmerited praise
has not the power to heal. These are hard wages for
the services of all the active & healthy years of one’s
life.

To Edward Rutledge, Monticello, December 27, 1796

Political Civility

I feel extraordinary gratification indeed in address-
ing this letter to you, with whom shades of differ-
ence in political sentiment have not prevented the
interchange of good opinion, nor cut off the friendly
offices of society & good correspondence. This po-
litical tolerance is the more valued by me who con-
sider social harmony as the first of human felicities,
& the happiest moments those which we are given
to the effusions of the heart.

To John Henry, Philadelphia, 
December 31, 1797
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If we can once more get social intercourse restored
to its pristine harmony, I shall believe we have not
lived in vain.

To Thomas Lomax, Washington, February 25, 1801

It will be a great blessing to our country if we can
once more restore harmony and social love among
its citizens. I confess, as to myself, it is almost the
first object of my heart and one to which I would
sacrifice every thing but principle. With the people
I have hopes of effecting it.

To Elbridge Gerry, Washington, March 29, 1801

Political Compromise

I think an Editor [of a newspaper] should be inde-
pendent, that is, of personal influence, & not be
moved from his opinions on the mere authority of
any individual. But, with respect to the general opin-
ion of the political section with which he habitually
accords, his duty seems very like that of a member of
Congress. Some of these indeed think that indepen-
dence requires them to follow always their own opin-
ion, without respect for that of others. This has never
been my opinion, nor my practice, when I have been
of that, or any other body. Differing, on a particular
question, from those whom I knew to be of the same
political principles with myself, and with whom I
generally thought & acted, a consciousness of the fal-
libility of the human mind, & of my own in partic-
ular, with a respect for the accumulated judgment
of my friends, has induced me to suspect erroneous
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impressions on myself, to suppose my own opinion
wrong, & to act with them on theirs.

To William Duane, Monticello, April 30, 1811

Political Dissension

There are many who think that not to support the
Executive is to abandon Government.

To Thomas Bell, Philadelphia, May 18, 1797

Political dissension is doubtless a less evil than the
lethargy of despotism, but still it is a great evil, and
it would be as worthy the efforts of the patriot as of
the philosopher, to exclude its influence, if possible,
from social life. . . . Whether we shall ever be able
so far to perfect the principles of society, as that po-
litical opinions shall, in its intercourse, be as inof-
fensive as those of philosophy, mechanics, or any
other, may be well doubted.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, May 29, 1797

Political Enemies

It has been a source of great pain to me to have met
with so many among our opponents who had not
the liberality to distinguish between political & so-
cial opposition, who transferred at once to the per-
son the hatred they bore to his political opinions. I
suppose indeed that in public life, a man whose po-
litical principles have any decided character, and
who has energy enough to give them effect, must al-
ways expect to encounter political hostility from
those of adverse principles.

To Richard M. Johnson, Washington, March 10, 1808
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Their malice I have long learned to disregard, their
censures to deem praise.

To John Hollins, Washington, February 19, 1809

Let them have justice, and protection against per-
sonal violence, but no favor. Powers & preeminences
conferred on them are daggers put into the hands of
assassins, to be plunged into our own bosoms in the
moment the thrust can go home to the heart. Mod-
eration can never reclaim them. They deem it timid-
ity, & despise without fearing the tameness from
which it flows.

To Henry Dearborn, Poplar Forest, August 14, 1811

Men of energy of character must have enemies: be-
cause there are two sides to every question, and tak-
ing one with decision, and acting on it with effect,
those who take the other will of course be hostile in
proportion as they feel that effect.

To John Adams, Monticello, May 5, 1817

I never suffered a political to become a personal
difference.

To Timothy Pickering, Monticello, February 27, 1821

Political Incivility

The passions are too high at present to be cooled in
our day. You & I have formerly seen warm debates
and high political passions. But gentlemen of differ-
ent politics would then speak to each other, & sepa-
rate the business of the senate from that of society.
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It is not so now. Men who have been intimate all
their lives cross the streets to avoid meeting, & turn
their heads another way, lest they should be obliged
to touch their hat. This may do for young men, with
whom passion is enjoyment. But it is afflicting to
peaceable minds.

To Edward Rutledge, Philadelphia, June 24, 1797

One piquing thing said draws on another, that a
third, and always with increasing acrimony, until all
restraint is thrown off, and it becomes difficult for
yourselves to keep clear of the toils in which your
friends will endeavor to interlace you, and to avoid
the participation in their passions which they will
endeavor to produce.

To James Monroe, Washington, February 18, 1808

[Speaking of the 1790s] Public discussions . . .
whether relating to men, measures, or opinions,
were conducted by the parties with an animosity, a
bitterness, and an indecency, which had never been
exceeded. All the resources of reason, and of wrath,
were exhausted by each party in support of its own,
and to prostrate the adversary opinions. The one
party was upbraided with receiving the Antifederal-
ists, the other the old tories & refugees into their
bosoms. Of this acrimony the public papers of the
day exhibit ample testimony in the debates of Con-
gress, of state legislatures, of stump orators, in ad-
dresses, answers, and news-paper essays. And to
these, without question may be added the private
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correspondencies of individuals; and the less guard-
ed in these, because not meant for the public eye, not
restrained by the respect due to that; but poured
forth from the overflowings of the heart into the bos-
om of a friend, as a momentary easement of our feel-
ings. In this way, and in answers to addresses, you &
I could indulge ourselves. We have probably done it,
sometimes with warmth, often with prejudice, but
always, as we believed, adhering to truth.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 27, 1813

Political Parties

I am not a Federalist, because I never submitted the
whole system of my opinions to the creed of any party
of men whatever in religion, in philosophy, in politics,
or in any thing else where I was capable of thinking
for myself. Such an addiction is the last degradation
of a free and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven
but with a party, I would not go there at all.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, March 13, 1789

Our citizens are divided into two political sects. One
which fears the people most, the other the govern-
ment.

To the Comte de Volney, Monticello, December 9, 1795

Were parties here divided merely by a greediness for
office, as in England, to take a part with either would
be unworthy of a reasonable or moral man. But
where the principle of difference is as substantial and
as strongly pronounced as between the republicans
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& the Monocrats of our country I hold it as honorable
to take a firm & decided part, and as immoral to pur-
sue a middle line, as between the parties of Honest
men, & Rogues, into which every country is divided.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 
December 31, 1795

In every free and deliberating society, there must,
from the nature of man, be opposite parties and vio-
lent dissensions and discords; and one of these, for
the most part, must prevail over the other for a
longer or shorter time. Perhaps this party division is
necessary to induce each to watch and delate to the
people the proceedings of the other.

To John Taylor, Philadelphia, June 1, 1798

Both of our political parties, at least the honest por-
tion of them, agree conscientiously in the same ob-
ject, the public good: but they differ essentially in
what they deem the means of promoting that good.
One side believes it best done by one composition of
the governing powers, the other by a different one.
One fears most the ignorance of the people; the oth-
er the selfishness of rulers independent of them.

To Abigail Adams, Monticello, September 11, 1804

The same political parties which now agitate the
U.S. have existed thro’ all time. Whether the power
of the people, or that of the aristocrats should prevail,
were questions which kept the states of Greece &
Rome in eternal convulsions; as they now schismatize
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every people whose minds and mouths are not shut
up by the gag of a despot. And in fact the terms of
whig & tory belong to Natural history, as well as to
civil.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 27, 1813

For in truth, the parties of Whig and Tory are those
of nature. They exist in all countries, whether called
by these names, or by those of Aristocrats and
democrats, coté droite and coté gauche,* Ultras and
Radicals, Serviles, and Liberals. The sickly, weakly,
timid man fears the people, and is a tory by nature.
The healthy strong and bold cherishes them, and is
formed a whig by nature.

*the right side and the left side
To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, 
November 4, 1823

Men by their constitutions are naturally divided
into two parties: 1. Those who fear and distrust the
people, and wish to draw all powers from them into
the hands of the higher classes. 2nly. Those who
identify themselves with the people, have confidence
in them, cherish and consider them as the most hon-
est & safe, altho’ not the most wise depository of the
public interests. In every country these two parties
exist, and in every one where they are free to think,
speak, and write, they will declare themselves. Call
them therefore liberals and serviles, Jacobins and
Ultras, whigs and tories, republicans and federal-
ists, aristocrats & democrats, or by whatever name
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you please, they are the same parties still, and pur-
sue the same object. The last appellation of aristo-
crats and democrats is the true one expressing the
essence of all.

To Henry Lee, Monticello, August 10, 1824

Political Peacemaking

Sincerely the friend of all the parties, I ask of none
why they have fallen out by the way, and would
gladly infuse the oil & wine of the Samaritan into all
their wounds. I hope that time, the assauger of all
evils, will heal these also; and I pray from them all a
continuance of their affection, & to be permitted to
bear to all the same unqualified esteem.

To John Hollins, Monticello, May 5, 1811

Pork-Barreling

[Pork-barreling in Congress] will be a source of
eternal scramble among the members who can get
the most money wasted in their state, and they will
always get most who are meanest.

To James Madison, Monticello, March 6, 1796

Public Censure

My great wish is to go on in a strict but silent per-
formance of my duty: to avoid attracting notice & to
keep my name out of newspapers, because I find the
pain of a little censure, even when it is unfounded, is
more acute than the pleasure of much praise.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, March 13, 1789
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Public Opinion

The advantage of public opinion; is like that of the
weather gauge in a naval action.

To James Monroe, Monticello, January 1, 1815

When public opinion changes, it is with the rapidity
of thought.

To Charles Yancey, Monticello, January 6, 1816

The Press
s

Our citizens may be deceived for a while, & have
been deceived; but as long as the presses can be
protected, we may trust to them for light.

To Archibald Stuart, Monticello, May 14, 1799

I deplore with you the putrid state into which our
newspapers have passed, and the malignity, the vul-
garity, & mendacious spirit of those who write for
them.

To Walter Jones, Monticello, January 2, 1814

If a nation expects to be ignorant & free, in a state of
civilization, it expects what never was & never will
be. The functionaries of every government have
propensities to command at will the liberty & prop-
erty of their constituents. There is no safe deposit
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for these but with the people themselves; nor can
they be safe with them without information. Where
the press is free and every man able to read, all is
safe.

To Charles Yancey, Monticello, January 6, 1816

The only security of all is in a free press. The force
of public opinion cannot be resisted, when permit-
ted freely to be expressed. The agitation it produces
must be submitted to. It is necessary to keep the wa-
ters pure.

To the Marquis de Lafayette, Monticello, 
November 4, 1823

Freedom of the Press

Our liberty depends on the freedom of the press,
and that cannot be limited without being lost.

To James Currie, Paris, January 28, 1786

No government ought to be without censors: &
where the press is free, no one ever will.

To George Washington, Monticello, September 9, 1792

The abuses of the freedom of the press here have
been carried to a length never before known or
borne by any civilized nation. But it is so difficult to
draw a clear line of separation between the abuse
and the wholesome use of the press, that as yet we
have found it better to trust the public judgment,
rather than the magistrate, with the discrimination
between truth & falsehood. And hitherto the public
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judgment has performed that office with wonderful
correctness.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, February 5, 1803

No experiment can be more interesting than that we
are now trying, & which we trust will end in estab-
lishing the fact that man may be governed by reason
and truth. Our first object should therefore be to
leave open to him all the avenues to truth. The most
effectual hitherto found is the freedom of the press.

To John Tyler, Washington, June 28, 1804

The press, confined to truth, needs no other legal
restraint; the public judgment will correct false rea-
sonings and opinions, on a full hearing of all par-
ties; and no other definite line can be drawn be-
tween the inestimable liberty of the press and its
demoralizing licentiousness.

Second Inaugural Address, March 4, 1805

As to myself, conscious that there was not a truth on
earth which I feared should be known, I have lent
myself willingly as the subject of a great experi-
ment, which was to prove that an administration,
conducting itself with integrity & common under-
standing, cannot be battered down, even by the
falsehoods of a licentious press, and consequently
still less by the press, as restrained within the legal
and wholesome limits of truth. This experiment was
wanting for the world to demonstrate the falsehood
of the pretext that freedom of the press is incompat-
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ible with orderly government. I have never therefore
even contradicted the thousands of calumnies so in-
dustriously propagated against myself. But the fact
being once established, that the press is impotent
when it abandons itself to falsehood, I leave to others
to restore it to its strength, by recalling it within the
pale of truth. Within that it is a noble institution,
equally the friend of science & of civil liberty.

To Thomas Seymour, Washington, February 11, 1807

I have from the beginning determined to submit
myself as the subject on whom may be proved the
impotency of a free press in a country like ours,
against those who conduct themselves honestly, and
enter into no intrigue. I admit at the same time that
restraining the press to truth as the present laws do,
is the only way of making it useful. But I have
thought necessary first to prove it can never be dan-
gerous.

To William Short, Monticello, September 6, 1808

Newspapers

I am persuaded myself that the good sense of the
people will always be found to be the best army. . . .
The basis of our governments being the opinion of
the people, the very first object should be to keep
that right; and were it left to me to decide whether
we should have a government without newspapers,
or newspapers without a government, I should not
hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.

To Edward Carrington, Paris, January 16, 1787
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At a very early period of my life, I determined never
to put a sentence into any newspaper. I have religious-
ly adhered to the resolution through my life, and have
great reason to be contented with it. Were I to under-
take to answer the calumnies of the newspapers, it
would be more than all my own time, & that of 20
aids could effect. For while I should be answering
one, twenty new ones would be invented. I have
thought it better to trust to the justice of my country-
men, that they would judge me by what they see of
my conduct on the stage where they have placed me,
& what they knew of me before the epoch since which
a particular party has supposed it might answer some
view of theirs to vilify me in the public eye.

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, August 22, 1798

A coalition of sentiments is not for the interest of
the printers. They, like the clergy, live by the zeal
they can kindle & the schisms they can create.

To Elbridge Gerry, Washington, March 29, 1801

Newspapers . . . serve as chimneys to carry off nox-
ious vapors and smoke.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Washington, April 2, 1802

Newspapers for the most part, present only the cari-
catures of disaffected minds.

To Marc Auguste Pictet, Washington, February 5, 1803

Nothing can now be believed which is seen in a news-
paper. Truth itself becomes suspicious by being put
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into that polluted vehicle. The real extent of this state
of misinformation is known only to those who are in
situations to confront facts within their knowledge
with the lies of the day. I really look with commisera-
tion over the great body of my fellow citizens, who,
reading newspapers live & die in the belief that they
have known something of what has been passing in
the world in their time; whereas the accounts they
have read in newspapers are just as true a history of
any other period of the world as of the present, except
that the real names of the day are affixed to their fa-
bles. General facts may indeed be collected from
them, such as that Europe is now at war, that Bona-
parte has been a successful warrior, that he has sub-
jected a great portion of Europe to his will, &c., &c.;
but no details can be relied on. I will add that the man
who never looks into a newspaper is better informed
than he who reads them; inasmuch as he who knows
nothing is nearer to truth than he whose mind is filled
with falsehoods & errors. He who reads nothing will
still learn the great facts, and the details are all false.

To John Norvell, Washington, June 11, 1807

The newspapers indeed had said so, but I yield little
faith to them.

To Robert Smith, Monticello, April 30, 1811

I have given up newspapers in exchange for Tacitus
& Thucydides, for Newton & Euclid; & I find my-
self much the happier.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 21, 1812
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I deplore with you the putrid state into which our
newspapers have passed, & the malignity, the vulgar-
ity, and mendacious spirit of those who write them.

To Walter Jones, Monticello, January 2, 1814

A truth now and then projecting into the ocean of
newspaper lies, serves like headlands to correct our
course. Indeed my skepticism as to every thing I see
in a newspaper makes me indifferent whether I ever
see one.

To James Monroe, Monticello, January 1, 1815

We perceive the English passions to be high also,
nourished by the newspapers, that first of all human
contrivances for generating war. But it is the office
of the rulers on both sides to rise above these vulgar
vehicles of passion; to assuage angry feelings, and
by examples and expressions of mutual regard in
their public intercourse, to lead their citizens into
good temper with each other.

To James Maury, Monticello, June 15, 1815

From 40 years experience of the wretched guess
work of the newspapers of what is not done in open
daylight, and of their falsehood even as to that, I
rarely think them worth reading, & almost never
worth notice.

To James Monroe, Monticello, February 4, 1816

This formidable censor of the public functionaries,
by arraigning them at the tribunal of public opinion,
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produces reform peaceably, which must otherwise
be done by revolution.

To Adamantios Coray, Monticello, October 31, 1823

Preservation of Public Records

The question is, what means will be the most effec-
tual for preserving these remains [i.e., old Virginia
laws] from future loss? All the care I can take of
them, will not preserve them from the worm, from
the natural decay of the paper, from the accidents of
fire, or those of removal when it is necessary for any
public purposes, as in the case of those now sent
you. Our experience has proved to us that a single
copy, or a few, deposited in manuscript in the public
offices cannot be relied on for any great length of
time. The ravages of fire and of ferocious enemies
have had but too much part in producing the very
loss we are now deploring. How many of the pre-
cious works of antiquity were lost while they were
preserved only in manuscript? Has there ever been
one lost since the art of printing has rendered it
practicable to multiply & disperse copies? This
leads us then to the only means of preserving those
remains of our laws now under consideration, that
is, a multiplication of printed copies. I think there-
fore that there should be printed at public expense,
an edition of all the laws ever passed by our legisla-
tures which can now be found; that a copy should be
deposited in every public library in America, in the
principal public offices within the State, and some
perhaps in the most distinguished public libraries of
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Europe, and that the rest should be sold to individu-
als, towards reimbursing the expenses of the edition.

To George Wythe, Monticello, 
January 16, 1796

Printing

While the art of printing is left to us, science can
never be retrograde; what is once acquired of real
knowledge can never be lost. To preserve the free-
dom of the human mind then & freedom of the
press, every spirit should be ready to devote itself to
martyrdom; for as long as we may think as we will,
& speak as we think, the condition of man will pro-
ceed in improvement.

To William Green Munford, 
June 18, 1799

The art of printing secures us against the retrogra-
dation of reason & information.

To Pierre Paganel, Monticello, 
April 15, 1811

The light which has been shed on mankind by the
art of printing has eminently changed the condition
of the world.

To John Adams, Monticello, 
September 4, 1823
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Racism
s

Deep-rooted prejudices entertained by the whites;
ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the in-
juries they have sustained; new provocations; the
real distinctions which nature has made; and many
other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and
produce convulsions, which will probably never
end but in the extermination of the one or the other
race.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

African Americans

No body wishes more than I do to see such proofs
as you exhibit, that nature has given to our black
brethren, talents equal to those of the other colors
of men, & that the appearance of a want of them is
owing merely to the degraded condition of their ex-
istence both in Africa & America. I can add with
truth that no body wishes more ardently to see a
good system commenced for raising the condition
both of their body & mind to what it ought to be, as
fast as the imbecility of their present existence, and
other circumstances which cannot be neglected, will
admit.

To Benjamin Banneker, Philadelphia, 
August 30, 1791



Religion
s

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies
solely between Man & his God, that he owes account
to none other for his faith or his worship, that the le-
gitimate powers of government reach actions only, &
not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence
that act of the whole American people which de-
clared that their legislature should “make no law re-
specting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting
the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall of sep-
aration between Church & State. Adhering to this ex-
pression of the supreme will of the nation in behalf of
the rights of conscience, I shall see with sincere satis-
faction the progress of those sentiments which tend
to restore to man all his natural rights, convinced he
has no natural right in opposition to his social duties.

To the Baptist Association of Danbury, Conn., 
January 1, 1802

As to myself, my religious reading has long been
confined to the moral branch of religion, which is
the same in all religions; while in that branch which
consists of dogmas, all differ, all have a different set.
The former instructs us how to live well and worthi-
ly in society; the latter are made to interest our minds
in the support of the teachers who inculcate them.
Hence, for one sermon on a moral subject, you hear
ten on the dogmas of the sect. However, religion is



not the subject for you & me; neither of us know
the religious opinions of the other; that is a matter
between our maker & ourselves.

To Thomas Leiper, Washington, January 21, 1809

The subject of religion, a subject on which I have
ever been most scrupulously reserved, I have con-
sidered it as a matter between every man and his
maker, in which no other, & far less the public had a
right to intermeddle.

To Richard Rush, Monticello, May 31, 1813

For, dispute as long as we will on religious tenets,
our reason at last must ultimately decide, as it is the
only oracle which god has given us to determine be-
tween what really comes from him & the phantasms
of a disordered or deluded imagination. When he
means to make a personal revelation he carries con-
viction of its authenticity to the reason he has be-
stowed as the umpire of truth. . . . Hitherto I have
been under the guidance of that portion of reason
which he has thought proper to deal out to me. I
have followed it faithfully in all important cases, to
such a degree at least as leaves me without uneasi-
ness; and if on minor occasions I have erred from its
dictates, I have trust in him who made us what we
are, and know it was not his plan to make us always
unerring. . . . I must ever believe that religion sub-
stantially good which produces an honest life, and
we have been authorized by one, whom you and I
equally respect, to judge of the tree by its fruit.
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Our particular principles of religion are a sub-
ject of accountability to our god alone. I inquire af-
ter no man’s, and trouble none with mine: nor is it
given to us in this life to know whether yours or
mine; our friends or our foes, are exactly the right.
Nay, we have heard it said that there is not a quaker
or a baptist, a presbyterian or an episcopalian, a
catholic or a protestant in heaven: that, on entering
that gate, we leave those badges of schism behind,
and find ourselves united in those principles only in
which god has united us all. Let us not be uneasy
then about the different roads we may pursue, as
believing them the shortest, to that our last abode;
but, following the guidance of a good conscience, let
us be happy in the hope that, by these different
paths, we shall all meet in the end.

To Miles King, Monticello, September 26, 1814

I have ever thought religion a concern purely be-
tween our god and our consciences, for which we
were accountable to him, and not to the priests. I nev-
er told my own religion, nor scrutinized that of anoth-
er. I never attempted to make a convert, nor wished to
change another’s creed. . . . It is in our lives, and not
from our words, that our religion must be read.

To Margaret Bayard Smith, Monticello, August 6, 1816

The result of your 50 or 60 years of religious read-
ing in the four words “be just and good” is that in
which all our enquiries must end.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1817
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Say nothing of my religion; it is known to my god
and myself alone. Its evidence before the world is to
be sought in my life. If that has been honest and duti-
ful to society, the religion which has regulated it can-
not be a bad one. It is singular anxiety which some
people have that we should all think alike. Would the
world be more beautiful were all our faces alike?
Were our tempers, our talents, our tastes, our forms,
our wishes, aversions, and pursuits cast exactly in the
same mould? If no varieties existed in the animal,
vegetable, or mineral creation, but all were strictly
uniform, catholic and orthodox, what a world of
physical & moral monotony would it be! These are
the absurdities into which those run who usurp the
throne of god, & dictate to him what he should have
done.

To John Adams, Monticello, January 11, 1817, and to
Charles Thomson, January 29, 1817

If, by religion, we are to understand Sectarian dog-
mas, in which no two of them agree, then your ex-
clamation on that hypothesis is just, “that this
would be the best of all possible worlds, if there
were no religion in it.”

To John Adams, Monticello, May 5, 1817

Were I to be the founder of a new sect, I would call
them Apiarians, and after the example of the bees,
advise them to extract the honey of every sect. My
fundamental principle would be the reverse of
Calvin’s, that we are to be saved by our good works
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which are within our power, and not by our faith
which is not within our power.

To Thomas B. Parker, Monticello, May 15, 1819

In that branch of religion which regards the morali-
ties of life, and the duties of a social being, which
teaches us to love our neighbors as ourselves, and to
do good to all men, I am sure that you & I do not
differ. We probably differ on that which relates to
the dogmas of theology, the foundation of all sectar-
ianism, and on which no two sects dream alike; for
if they did they would then be of the same. You say
you are a Calvinist. I am not. I am of a sect by my-
self, as far as I know.

To Ezra Stiles, Monticello, June 25, 1819

If the freedom of religion, guaranteed to us by law
in theory, can ever rise in practice under the over-
bearing inquisition of public opinion, truth will pre-
vail over fanaticism and the genuine doctrines of Je-
sus, so long perverted by his pseudo-priests, will
again be restored to their original purity.

To Jared Sparks, Monticello, November 4, 1820

I can never join Calvin in addressing his god. He
was indeed an Atheist, which I can never be.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 11, 1823

Christianity

The Christian religion, when divested of the rags in
which they have enveloped it, and brought to the
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original purity and simplicity of its benevolent insti-
tutor, is a religion of all others most friendly to lib-
erty, science, and the freest expansion of the human
mind.

To Moses Robinson, Washington, March 23, 1801

In some of the delightful conversations with you, in
the evenings of 1798–99 & which served as an Ano-
dyne to the afflictions of the crisis through which
our country was then laboring, the Christian reli-
gion was sometimes our topic: and I then promised
you that one day or other, I would give you my
views of it. They are the result of a life of inquiry &
reflection, & very different from that Anti-Christian
system imputed to me by those who know nothing
of my opinions. To the corruptions of Christianity, I
am indeed opposed; but not to the genuine precepts
of Jesus himself. I am a Christian in the only sense
in which he wished any one to be; sincerely attached
to his doctrines, in preference to all others; ascrib-
ing to himself every human excellence; & believing
he never claimed any other.

To Benjamin Rush, Washington, April 21, 1803

But a short time elapsed after the death of the great
reformer of the Jewish religion before his principles
were departed from by those who professed to be his
special servants, & perverted into an engine for en-
slaving mankind, and aggrandizing their oppressors
in church & state: that the purest system of morals
ever before preached to man has been adulterated &
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sophisticated by artificial constructions, into a mere
contrivance to filch wealth & power to themselves,
that rational men not being able to swallow their
impious heresies, in order to force them down their
throats, they raise the hue & cry of infidelity, while
themselves are the greatest obstacles to the advance-
ment of the real doctrines of Jesus, and do in fact
constitute the real Anti-Christ.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, January 19, 1810

I am a real Christian; that is to say, a disciple of the
doctrines of Jesus.

To Charles Thomson, Monticello, January 9, 1816

Had the doctrines of Jesus been preached always as
purely as they came from his lips, the whole civi-
lized world would now have been Christian.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, June 26, 1822

The Creation

[In speaking of writers on the Creation] They all
suppose the earth a created existence. They must
suppose a creator then; and that he possessed power
and wisdom to a great degree. As he intended the
earth for the habitation of animals and vegetables is
it reasonable to suppose he made two jobs of his cre-
ation? That he first made a chaotic lump and set it
into rotary motion, and then waiting the millions of
ages necessary to form itself, that when it had done
this he stepped in a second time to create the ani-
mals and plants which were to inhabit it? As the
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hand of a creator is to be called in, it may as well be
called in at one stage of the process as another. We
may as well suppose he created the earth at once
nearly in the state in which we see it, fit for the
preservation of the beings he placed on it.

To Charles Thomson, Paris, December 17, 1786

The movements of the heavenly bodies, so exactly
held in their course by the balance of centrifugal
and centripetal forces, the structure of our earth it-
self, with its distribution of lands, waters and atmo-
sphere, animal and vegetable bodies, examined in
all their minutest particles, insects mere atoms of
life, yet as perfectly organized as man or mammoth,
the mineral substances, their generation and uses, it
is impossible, I say, for the human mind not to be-
lieve that there is, in all this, design, cause, and ef-
fect, up to an ultimate cause, a fabricator of all
things from matter and motion, their preserver and
regulator while permitted to exist in their present
forms, and their regenerator into new and other
forms.

To John Adams, Monticello, April 11, 1823

The dreams about the modes of creation, enquiries
whether our globe has been formed by the agency of
fire or water, how many millions of years it has cost
Vulcan or Neptune to produce what the fiat of the
Creator would effect by a single act of will, is too
idle to be worth a single hour of any man’s life.

To John P. Emmet, Monticello, May 2, 1826
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End of the World

I hope you will have good sense enough to disregard
those foolish predictions that the world is to be at an
end soon. The almighty has never made known to
any body at what time he created it, nor will he tell
any body when he means to put an end to it, if ever
he means to do it. As to preparations for that event,
the best way is for you to be always prepared for it.

To Martha Jefferson, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

Freedom of Religion

Section I. Well aware that the opinions and belief of
men depend not on their own will, but follow invol-
untarily the evidence proposed to their minds; that
Almighty God hath created the mind free, and man-
ifested his supreme will that free it shall remain by
making it altogether insusceptible of restraint; that
all attempts to influence it by temporal punish-
ments, or burdens, or by civil incapacitations, tend
only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and
are a departure from the plan of the holy author of
our religion, who being lord both of body and mind,
yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either,
as was in his Almighty power to do, but to extend it
by its influence on reason alone; that the impious
presumption of legislators and rulers, civil as well as
ecclesiastical, who, being themselves but fallible and
uninspired men, have assumed dominion over the
faith of others, setting up their own opinions and
modes of thinking as the only true and infallible,
and as such endeavoring to impose them on others,
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hath established and maintained false religions over
the greatest part of the world and through all time:
That to compel a man to furnish contributions of
money for the propagation of opinions which he dis-
believes and abhors, is sinful and tyrannical; that
even the forcing him to support this or that teacher
of his own religious persuasion, is depriving him of
the comfortable liberty of giving his contributions to
the particular pastor whose morals he would make
his pattern, and whose powers he feels most persua-
sive to righteousness; and is withdrawing from the
ministry those temporary rewards, which proceed-
ing from an approbation of their personal conduct,
are an additional incitement to earnest and unremit-
ting labors for the instruction of mankind; that our
civil rights have no dependence on our religious
opinions, any more than our opinions in physics or
geometry; that therefore the proscribing any citizen
as unworthy the public confidence by laying upon
him an incapacity of being called to offices of trust
and emolument, unless he profess or renounce this
or that religious opinion, is depriving him injurious-
ly of those privileges and advantages to which, in
common with his fellow citizens, he has a natural
right; that it tends also to corrupt the principles of
that very religion it is meant to encourage, by brib-
ing, with a monopoly of worldly honors and emolu-
ments, those who will externally profess and con-
form to it; that though indeed these are criminal
who do not withstand such temptation, yet neither
are those innocent who lay the bait in their way; that
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the opinions of men are not the object of civil gov-
ernment, nor under its jurisdiction; that to suffer the
civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of
opinion and to restrain the profession or propagation
of principles on supposition of their ill tendency is a
dangerous fallacy, which at once destroys all reli-
gious liberty, because he being of course judge of
that tendency will make his opinions the rule of
judgment, and approve or condemn the sentiments
of others only as they shall square with or differ from
his own; that it is time enough for the rightful pur-
poses of civil government for its officers to interfere
when principles break out into overt acts against
peace and good order; and finally, that truth is great
and will prevail if left to herself; that she is the prop-
er and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing
to fear from the conflict unless by human interposi-
tion disarmed of her natural weapons, free argument
and debate; errors ceasing to be dangerous when it
is permitted freely to contradict them.

Sect. II. We the General Assembly of Virginia
do enact that no man shall be compelled to frequent
or support any religious worship, place, or ministry
whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, mo-
lested, or burdened in his body or goods, nor shall
otherwise suffer, on account of his religious opinions
or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess,
and by argument to maintain, their opinions in mat-
ters of religion, and that the same shall in no wise di-
minish, enlarge, or affect their civil capacities.

A Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom, January 19, 1786
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God

I think you give a just outline of the theism of the
three religions when you say that the principle of
the Hebrew was the fear, of the Gentile the honor, &
of the Christian the love of God.

To John Adams, Monticello, October 12, 1813

We are not in a world ungoverned by the laws and
the power of a superior agent. Our efforts are in his
hands, and directed by it; and he will give them
their effect in his own time.

To David Barrow, Monticello, May 1, 1815

God’s Will

It is not easy to reconcile ourselves to the many use-
less miseries to which Providence seems to expose
us. But his justice affords a prospect that we shall
all be made even some day.

To Eliza House Trist, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

But whatever is to be our destiny, wisdom, as well
as duty, dictates that we should acquiesce in the will
of him whose it is to give and to take away, and be
contented in the enjoyment of those who are still
permitted to be with us.

To John Page, Washington, June 25, 1804

I shall obey it [God’s revelation] with the same fideli-
ty with which I would obey his known will in all cas-
es. Hitherto I have been under the guidance of that
portion of reason which he has thought proper to deal
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out to me. I have followed it faithfully in all important
cases, to such a degree at least as leaves me without
uneasiness; and if on minor occasions I have erred
from its dictates, I have trust in him who made us
what we are, and knows it was not his plan to make
us always unerring. He has formed us moral agents.
Not that, in the perfection of his state, he can feel pain
or pleasure in any thing we may do: he is far above
our power: but that we may promote the happiness of
those with whom he has placed us in society, by act-
ing honestly towards all, benevolently to those who
fall within our way, respecting sacredly their rights,
bodily and mental, and cherishing especially their
freedom of conscience, as we value our own.

To Miles King, Monticello, September 26, 1814

Heaven

An eloquent preacher of your religious society,
Richard Motte, in a discourse of much emotion and
pathos, is said to have exclaimed aloud to his con-
gregation that he did not believe there was a Quak-
er, Presbyterian, Methodist or Baptist in heaven,
having paused to give his audience time to stare and
to wonder; he added, that, in heaven, God knew no
distinctions, but considered all good men as his chil-
dren and as brethren of the same family. I believe,
with the Quaker preacher, that he who steadily ob-
serves those moral precepts in which all religions
concur, will never be questioned, at the gates of
heaven, as to the dogmas in which they all differ.
That on entering there, all these are left behind
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us. . . . Of all the systems of morality, ancient or
modern, which have come under my observation,
none appear to me so pure as that of Jesus. He who
follows this steadily need not, I think, be uneasy.

To William Canby, Monticello, September 18, 1813

The Hereafter

It is not for me to pronounce on the hypothesis you
present of a transmigration of souls from one body to
another in certain cases. The laws of nature have
withheld from us the means of physical knowledge of
the country of spirits and revelation has, for reasons
unknown to us, chosen to leave us in the dark as we
were. When I was young I was fond of the specula-
tions which seemed to promise some insight into that
hidden country, but observing at length that they left
me in the same ignorance in which they had found
me, I have for very many years ceased to read or to
think concerning them, and have reposed my head on
that pillow of ignorance which a benevolent creator
has made so soft for us, knowing how much we
should be forced to use it. I have thought it better, by
nourishing the good passions, & controlling the bad,
to merit an inheritance in a state of being of which I
can know so little, and to trust for the future to him
who has been so good for the past.

To Isaac Story, Washington, December 5, 1801

Jesus

In extracting the pure principles which he taught,
we should have to strip off the artificial vestments in
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which they have been muffled by priests, who have
travestied them into various forms, as instruments
of riches and power to them. . . . There will be
found remaining the most sublime and benevolent
code of morals which has ever been offered to man. I
have performed this operation for my own use, by
cutting, verse by verse, out of the printed book, and
arranging, the matter which is evidently his, and
which is as easily distinguishable as diamonds in a
dunghill. The result is . . . 46 pages of pure and un-
sophisticated doctrines, such as were professed &
acted on by the unlettered apostles, the Apostolic fa-
thers, and the Christians of the 1st century.

To John Adams, Monticello, 
October 12, 1813

In the New testament there is internal evidence that
parts of it have proceeded from an extraordinary
man; and that other parts are of the fabric of very in-
ferior minds. It is as easy to separate those parts, as
to pick out diamonds from dunghills. The matter of
the first was such as would be preserved in the mem-
ory of the hearers, and handed on by tradition for a
long time; the latter such stuff as might be gathered
up, imbedding it, any where, and at any time.

To John Adams, Monticello, 
January 24, 1814

The doctrines which flowed from the lips of Jesus
himself are within the comprehension of a child.

To John Adams, July 5, 1814
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I too have made a wee little book from the same ma-
terials, which I call the Philosophy of Jesus. It is a
paradigma of his doctrines, made by cutting the
texts out of the book and arranging them on the
pages of a blank book in a certain order of time or
subject. A more beautiful or precious morsel of ethics
I have never seen. It is a document in proof that I
am a real Christian, that is to say, a disciple of the
doctrines of Jesus.

To Charles Thomson, January 6, 1816

I hold the precepts of Jesus, as delivered by himself,
to be the most pure, benevolent, and sublime which
have ever been preached to man. I adhere to the
principles of the first age; and consider all subse-
quent innovations as corruptions of his religion,
having no foundation in what came from him.

To Jared Sparks, Monticello, November 4, 1820

No one sees with greater pleasure than myself the
progress of reason in its advances towards rational
Christianity. When we shall have done away the in-
comprehensible jargon of the Trinitarian arithmetic,
that three are one, and one is three; when we shall
have knocked down the artificial scaffolding, reared
to mask from view the simple structure of Jesus;
when, in short, we shall have unlearned every thing
which has been taught since his day, and got back to
the pure and simple doctrines he inculcated, we
shall then be truly and worthily his disciples: and
my opinion is that if nothing had ever been added to
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what flowed purely from his lips, the whole world
would at this day have been Christian.

To Timothy Pickering, Monticello, February 27, 1821

The doctrines of Jesus are simple, and tend all to
the happiness of man.

1. That there is one only God, & he all perfect.
2. That there is a future state of rewards & pun-
ishments.
3. That to love God with all thy heart & thy
neighbor as thyself, is the sum of religion. These
are the great points on which he endeavored to
reform the religion of the Jews.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, June 26, 1822

Missionaries

These incendiaries, finding that the days of fire and
faggot are over in the Atlantic hemisphere, are now
preparing to put the torch to the Asiatic regions.
What would they say were the Pope to send annually
to this country colonies of Jesuit priests with car-
goes of their Missal and translations of their Vul-
gate, to be put gratis into the hands of every one
who would accept them?

To John Adams, Poplar Forest, November 25, 1816

I think with them on many points, and especially on
missionary and Bible societies. While we have so
many around us, within the same social pale, who
need instruction and assistance, why carry to a dis-
tance, and to strangers what our own neighbors
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need? It is a duty certainly to give our sparings to
those who want: but to see also that they are faithful-
ly distributed, & duly apportioned to the respective
wants of those receivers. And why give thro’ agents
whom we know not, to persons whom we know not,
and in countries from which we get no account, when
we can do it at short hand, to objects under our eye,
thro’ agents we know, and to supply wants we see? I
do not know that it is a duty to disturb by missionar-
ies the religion and peace of other countries, who
may think themselves bound to extinguish by fire
and fagot the heresies to which we give the name of
conversions, and quote our own example for it. Were
the Pope, or his Holy allies to send in mission to us
some thousands of Jesuit priests to convert us to their
Orthodoxy, I suspect that we should deem and treat
it as a National aggression on our peace and faith.

To Michael Megear, Monticello, May 29, 1823

Quakers

It seems to be well understood, that their attach-
ment to England is stronger than to their principles
or their country.

To James Madison, Philadelphia, March 29, 1798

You expect that your book will have some effect on
the prejudices which the society of friends entertain
against the present & late administrations. In this I
think you will be disappointed. The Friends are
men, formed with the same passions, & swayed by
the same natural principles & prejudices as others.
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In cases where the passions are neutral, men will
display their respect for the religious professions of
their sect. But where their passions are enlisted,
these professions are no obstacle. You observe very
truly that both the late & present administration
conducted the government on principles professed
by the Friends. Our efforts to preserve peace, our
measures as to the Indians, as to slavery, as to reli-
gious freedom, were all in consonance with their
professions. Yet I never expected we should get a
vote from them, & in this I was neither deceived nor
disappointed. There is no riddle in this to those who
do not suffer themselves to be duped by the profes-
sions of religious sectarians. The theory of Ameri-
can Quakerism is a very obvious one. The Mother
society is in England. Its members are English by
birth & residence, devoted to their own country as
good citizens ought to be. The Quakers of these
states are colonies or filiations from the mother soci-
ety, to whom that society sends its yearly lessons.
On these, the filiated societies model their opinions,
their conduct, their passions & attachments. A
Quaker is essentially an Englishman, in whatever
part of the earth he is born or lives.

To Samuel Kercheval, Monticello, January 19, 1810

Religious Intolerance

Your sect by its sufferings has furnished a remark-
able proof of the universal spirit of religious intoler-
ance, inherent in every sect, disclaimed by all while
feeble and practiced by all when in power. Our laws
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have applied the only antidote to this vice, protect-
ing our religious, as they do our civil rights by put-
ting them all on an equal footing. But more remains
to be done, for altho’ we are free by the law, we are
not so in practice.

To Mordecai Manuel Noah, May 28, 1818

Religious Tolerance

Our rulers can have authority over such natural
rights only as we have submitted to them. The
rights of conscience we never submitted, we could
never submit. We are answerable for them to our
God. The legitimate powers of government extend
to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it
does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are
twenty gods or no god. It neither picks my pocket
nor breaks my leg. If it be said, his testimony in a
court of Justice cannot be relied on; reject it then
and be the stigma on him. Constraint may make
him worse by making him a hypocrite, but it will
never make him a truer man. It may fix him obsti-
nately in his errors, but will not cure them. Reason
and free enquiry are the only effectual agents
against error.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

The Soul

It requires one effort only to admit the single incom-
prehensibility of matter endowed with thought: and
two to believe, 1st. that of an existence called Spirit,
of which we have neither evidence nor idea, and then
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2dly. how that spirit which has neither extension
nor solidity, can put material organs into motion.
These are things which you and I may perhaps
know ere long.

To John Adams, Monticello, March 14, 1820

Unitarianism

That this will ere long be the religion of the majori-
ty from North to South, I have no doubt.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, November 2, 1822

Slavery
s

Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when
we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction
in the minds of the people that these liberties are of
the gift of god? That they are not to be violated but
with his wrath? Indeed I tremble for my country
when I reflect that god is just; that his justice can-
not sleep forever.

Notes on the States of Virginia, 1782

There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on
the manners of our people produced by the existence
of slavery among us. The whole commerce between
master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most
boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism
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on the one part, and degrading submissions on the
other.

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

Virginia. This is the next state to which we may
turn our eyes for the interesting spectacle of justice
in conflict with avarice & oppression: a conflict
wherein the sacred side is gaining daily recruits
from the influx into office of young men grown &
growing up. These have sucked in the principles of
liberty as it were with their mother’s milk, and it is
to them I look with anxiety to turn the fate of this
question.

To Richard Price, Paris, August 7, 1785

What a stupendous, what an incomprehensible ma-
chine is man! Who can endure toil, famine, stripes,
imprisonment or death itself in vindication of his
own liberty, and the next moment be deaf to all
those motives whose power supported him thro’ his
trial, and inflict on his fellow men a bondage, one
hour of which is fraught with more misery than
ages of that which he rose in rebellion to oppose.
But we must await with patience the workings of an
overruling providence, and hope that that is prepar-
ing the deliverance of these our suffering brethren.
When the measure of their tears shall be full, when
their groans shall have involved heaven itself in
darkness, doubtless a god of justice will awaken to
their distress, and by diffusing light and liberality
among their oppressors, or at length by his extermi-
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nating thunder, manifest his attention to the things
of this world, and that they are not left to the guid-
ance of a blind fatality.

To Jean Nicolas Démeunier, Paris, June 26, 1786

I congratulate you, my dear friend, on the law of
your state for suspending the importation of slaves,
and for the glory you have justly acquired by en-
deavoring to prevent it for ever. This abomination
must have an end, and there is a superior bench re-
served in heaven for those who hasten it.

To Edward Rutledge, Paris, July 14, 1787

Whatever may have been the circumstances which
influenced our forefathers to permit the introduc-
tion of personal bondage into any part of these
states, & to participate in the wrongs committed on
an unoffending quarter of the globe, we may rejoice
that such circumstances, & such a sense of them, ex-
ist no longer. It is honorable to the nation at large
that their legislature availed themselves of the first
practicable moment for arresting the progress of
this great moral & political error:* and I sincerely
pray with you, my friends, that all the members of
the human family may, in the time prescribed by the
Father of us all, find themselves securely established
in the enjoyments of life, liberty, & happiness.

*The Constitution provided that Congress could
not prohibit the foreign slave trade before 1808.
Acting on the request of President Jefferson, Con-
gress on March 2, 1807, passed an act prohibiting
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the importation of slaves from Africa after January
1, 1808.

To Messrs. Thomas, Ellicot, and others, 
November 13, 1807

I have received the favor of your letter of August 17
and with it the Volume you were so kind as to send
me on the Literature of Negroes. Be assured that no
person living wishes more sincerely than I do, to see
a complete refutation of the doubts I have myself en-
tertained and expressed on the grade of understand-
ing allotted to them by nature, and to find that in
this respect they are on a par with ourselves. My
doubts were the result of personal observation on the
limited sphere of my own State, where the opportu-
nities for the development of their genius were not
favorable, and those of exercising it still less so. I ex-
pressed them therefore with great hesitation, but
whatever be their degree of talent it is no measure of
their rights. Because Sir Isaac Newton was superior
to others in understanding he was not therefore
Lord of the person or property of others. On this
subject they are gaining daily in the Opinions of na-
tions, & hopeful advances are making towards their
re-establishment on an equal footing with the other
colors of the human family. I pray you therefore to
accept my thanks for the many instances you have
enabled me to observe of respectable intelligence in
that race of men, which cannot fail to have effect in
hastening the day of their relief.

To Henri Gregoire, Washington, February 25, 1809
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The love of justice & the love of country plead
equally the cause of these people, and it is a mortal
reproach to us that they should have pleaded it so
long in vain, and should have produced not a single
effort, nay I fear not much serious willingness to re-
lieve them & ourselves from our present condition
of moral and political reprobation.

To Edward Coles, Monticello, August 25, 1814

My opinion has ever been that, until more can be
done for them, we should endeavor, with those
whom fortune has thrown on our hands, to feed and
clothe them well, protect them from ill usage, re-
quire such reasonable labor only as it is performed
voluntarily by freemen, and be led by no repugnan-
cies to abdicate them and our duties to them.

To Edward Coles, Monticello, August 25, 1814

There is nothing I would not sacrifice to a practica-
ble plan of abolishing every vestige of this moral
and political depravity.

To Thomas Cooper, Monticello, September 10, 1814

I can say with conscious truth that there is not a man
on earth who would sacrifice more than I would to
relieve us from this heavy reproach, in any practica-
ble way. The cession of that kind of property, for so
it is misnamed, is a bagatelle which would not cost
me a second thought, if, in that way, a general eman-
cipation and expatriation could be effected: and,
gradually, and with due sacrifices, I think it might
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be. But as it is, we have the wolf by the ear, and we
can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is
in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.

To John Holmes, Monticello, April 22, 1820

Nothing is more certainly written in the book of fate
than that these people are to be free; nor is it less
certain that the two races, equally free, cannot live
in the same government. Nature, habit, opinion
have drawn indelible lines of distinction between
them. It is still in our power to direct the process of
emancipation and deportation peaceably, and in
such slow degree, as that the evil will wear off in-
sensibly and their place be, pari passu,* filled up by
free white laborers. If, on the contrary, it is left to
force itself on, human nature must shudder at the
prospect held up.

*equally and simultaneously
Autobiography, 1821

Our only blot is becoming less offensive by the great
improvement in the condition and civilization of
that race, who can now more advantageously com-
pare their situation with that of the laborers of Eu-
rope. Still it is a hideous blot, as well from the het-
eromorph peculiarities of the race, as that, with
them, physical compulsion to action must be substi-
tuted for the moral necessity which constrains the
free laborers to work equally hard. We feel & de-
plore it morally and politically, and we look without
entire despair to some redeeming means not yet
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specifically foreseen. I am happy in believing that
the conviction of the necessity of removing this evil
gains ground with time. Their emigration to the
Westward lightens the difficulty by dividing it and
renders it more practicable on the whole. And the
neighborhood of a government of their color prom-
ises a more accessible asylum than that from whence
they came.

To William Short, Monticello, September 8, 1823

The abolition of the evil is not impossible; it ought
never therefore to be despaired of. Every plan
should be adopted, every experiment tried, which
may do something towards the ultimate object.

To Frances Wright, Monticello, August 7, 1825

Travel
s

I duly received your favor dated Antwerp. . . . I was
much entertained with it. It revived my inclination to
travel, an inclination which always lies uppermost.

To John Trumbull, Paris, October 13, 1786

I was alone thro the whole, & think one travels more
usefully when they travel alone, because they reflect
more.

To John Banister, Jr., Paris, June 19, 1787

travel 379



specifically foreseen. I am happy in believing that
the conviction of the necessity of removing this evil
gains ground with time. Their emigration to the
Westward lightens the difficulty by dividing it and
renders it more practicable on the whole. And the
neighborhood of a government of their color prom-
ises a more accessible asylum than that from whence
they came.

To William Short, Monticello, September 8, 1823

The abolition of the evil is not impossible; it ought
never therefore to be despaired of. Every plan
should be adopted, every experiment tried, which
may do something towards the ultimate object.

To Frances Wright, Monticello, August 7, 1825

Travel
s

I duly received your favor dated Antwerp. . . . I was
much entertained with it. It revived my inclination to
travel, an inclination which always lies uppermost.

To John Trumbull, Paris, October 13, 1786

I was alone thro the whole, & think one travels more
usefully when they travel alone, because they reflect
more.

To John Banister, Jr., Paris, June 19, 1787

travel 379



Traveling . . . makes men wiser, but less happy.
To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

Be good, be learned, & be industrious, & you will
not want the aid of traveling, to render you precious
to your country, dear to your friends, happy within
yourself.

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

My journey has been little entertaining. A country
of corn & pastures affords little interesting to an
American who has seen in his own country so much
of that, and who travels to see the country & not its
towns.

To William Short, The Hague, March 10, 1788

[After taking the grand tour, Thomas Lee Shippen]
will return charged, like a bee, with the honey of wis-
dom, a blessing to his country and honor and comfort
to his friends.

To William Shippen, Jr., Paris, May 8, 1788

Traveling is good for your health and necessary for
your amusement.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, 
September 21, 1788

Time is every day adding to the improbabilities of
my undertaking long journeys.

To Janet Livingston Montgomery, Monticello, 
September 4, 1798
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We have however the traveler’s consolation. Every
step shortens the distance we have to go; the end of
our journey is in sight.

To John Page, Washington, June 25, 1804

Bon Voyage

Heaven bless you, Madame, & guard you under
all circumstances: give you smooth waters, gentle
breezes, & clear skies, hushing all its elements into
peace, and leading with its own hand the favored
bark, till it shall have safely landed its precious
charge on the shores of our new world.

To Madame de Bréhan, Paris, October 9, 1787

Homesickness

[Away from America] I am burning the candle of
life without present pleasure, or future object.

To Eliza House Trist, Paris, December 15, 1786

The distance to which I am removed has given a
new value to all I valued before in my own country,
and the day of my return to it will be the happiest
I expect to see in this life.

To Mary Jefferson Bolling, Paris, July 23, 1787

Time, absence, & comparison render my own coun-
try much dearer, and give a luster to all it contains
which I did not before know that it merited.

To Wilson Miles Cary, Paris, August 12, 1787

Insulated & friendless on this side the globe, with
such an ocean between me and every thing to which
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I am attached the days will seem long which are to
be counted over before I too am to rejoin my native
country. Young poets complain often that life is
fleeting & transient. We find in it seasons & situa-
tions however which move heavily enough.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, February 2, 1788

Nothing in this country can make amends for what
one loses by quitting their own.

To Randolph Jefferson, Paris, January 11, 1789

Sightseeing

[Traveling to Amsterdam] The few moments of
leisure which I might have, I would employ in see-
ing things rather than men.

To C.W.F. Dumas, Paris, February 13, 1788

When you are doubting whether a thing is worth
the trouble of going to see, recollect that you will
never again be so near it, that you may repent the
not having seen it, but can never repent having seen
it. But there is an opposite extreme too. That is, the
seeing too much. A judicious selection is to be
aimed at, taking care that the indolence of the mo-
ment have no influence on the decision. Take care
particularly not to let the porters of churches, cabi-
nets &c. lead you thro’ all the little details in their
possession, which will load the memory with trifles,
fatigue the attention and waste that and your time.
It is difficult to confine these people to the few ob-
jects worth seeing and remembering. They wish for
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your money, and suppose you give it more willingly
the more they detail for you.

Travelling Notes for Mr. Rutledge and Mr. Shippen, 
Paris, June 3, 1788

Traveling by Ship

Though navigation by water is attended with fre-
quent accidents, and in its infancy must have been
attended with more, yet these are now so familiar
that we think little of them [compared with recent
accidents by balloonists].

To Joseph Jones, Paris, June 19, 1785

I must now repeat my wish to have Polly* sent to
me next summer. This, however, must depend on
the circumstances of a good vessel sailing from Vir-
ginia in the months of April, May, June, or July. I
would not have her set out sooner or later on ac-
count of the equinoxes. The vessel should have per-
formed one voyage at least, but not be more than
four or five years old. We do not attend to this cir-
cumstance till we have been to sea, but there the
consequence of it is felt. I think it would be found
that all the vessels which are lost are either on their
first voyage or after they are five years old; at least
there are few exceptions to this. . . . I will only
add that I would rather live a year longer without
her than have her trusted to any but a good ship and
a summer passage.

*Jefferson’s youngest daughter, Mary
To Francis Eppes, August 30, 1785
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The season of the year makes me fear a very dis-
agreeable passage for Mrs. Adams & yourself, tho
we have sometimes fine weather in these months.
Nobody will pray more sincerely than myself for
your passage, that it may be short, safe and agree-
able.

To John Adams, Paris, February 20, 1788

[After arriving safely in Virginia from Europe] Our
captain is as bold a sailor as a judicious one should be.

To Nathaniel Cutting, Lynhaven Bay, November 21, 1789

Your repugnance to the sea forbids all hope in us
that you may come to repose under the shade of our
Magnolias. . . . Promise us therefore that when you
can be safely wafted in a balloon, so as to avoid the
nausea of sea sickness, you will come over.

To Madame de Tessé, Monticello, September 6, 1795

War
s

A coward is much more exposed to quarrels than a
man of spirit.

To James Monroe, Paris, February 6, 1785

The most successful war seldom pays for its losses.
To Edmund Randolph, Paris, September 20, 1785
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[In dealing with Algiers] I acknowledge I very early
thought it would be best to effect a peace thro’ the
medium of war. . . . If it be admitted however that
war, on the fairest prospects, is still exposed to -
incertainties, I weigh against this the greater in-
certainty of the duration of a peace bought with
money.

To John Adams, Paris, July 11, 1786

In the present state of Europe a spark dropped any
where must kindle the whole.

To John Bondfield, Paris, September 9, 1787

No nation makes war now-a-days but by the aid of
loans.

To John Jay, Paris, November 3, 1787

This [potential European] war I think will catch
from nation to nation till it becomes general.

To John Rutledge, Jr., Paris, August 12, 1788

I abhor war, and view it as the greatest scourge of
mankind.

To Elbridge Gerry, Philadelphia, May 13, 1797

War is not the best engine for us to resort to, nature
has given us one in our commerce, which, if pro-
perly managed, will be a better instrument for oblig-
ing the interested nations of Europe to treat us with
justice.

To Thomas Pinckney, Philadelphia, May 29, 1797
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Our people must consent to small occasional sacri-
fices, to avoid the greater evil of war.

To Edward Stevens, Philadelphia, June 14, 1797

It is our duty still to endeavor to avoid war; but if it
shall actually take place, no matter by whom brought
on, we must defend ourselves. If our house be on
fire, without inquiring whether it was fired from
within or without, we must try to extinguish it. In
that I have no doubt we shall act as one man.

To James Lewis, Jr., Philadelphia, May 9, 1798

We are here struggling hard to avert war: till that
point we are a divided people, because some wish to
bring it on. If it actually takes place, we shall defend
ourselves as one man. When our house is on fire, it
matters little whether fired from without or within,
or both. The first object is to extinguish it.

To St. George Tucker, Philadelphia, May 9, 1798

If we are forced into war, we must give up political
differences of opinion, & unite as one man to defend
our country. But whether at the close of such a war,
we should be as free as we are now, god knows.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Philadelphia, 
February 21, 1799

Whensoever hostile aggressions . . . require resort
to war, we must meet our duty and convince the
world that we are just friends and brave enemies.

To Andrew Jackson, Washington, December 3, 1806
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You may expect further information as we receive it,
& tho’ I expect it will be such as will place us at our
ease, yet we must not place ourselves so until it be
certain, but act on the possibility that the resources
of our enemy may be greater & deeper than we are
yet informed.

To James Wilkinson, Washington, January 3, 1807

Always a friend to peace, & believing it to promote
eminently the happiness & prosperity of nations, I
am ever unwilling that it should be disturbed, until
greater & more important interests call for an ap-
peal to force. Whenever that shall take place, I feel
a perfect confidence that the energy & enterprise
displayed by my fellow citizens in the pursuits of
peace, will be equally eminent in those of war.

To John Shee, Washington, January 14, 1807

We have borne patiently a great deal of wrong, on
the consideration that if nations go to war for every
degree of injury, there would never be peace on earth.

To Madame de Stael de Holstein, Washington, 
July 16, 1807

Trophies obtained by the blood-stained steel, or the
tattered flags of the tented field, will never be envied.

To the republican citizens of Washington County,Mary-
land, Monticello, March 31, 1809

In times of peace, the people look most to their rep-
resentatives; but in war, to the Executive solely.

To Caesar A. Rodney, Monticello, February 10, 1810
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The maxim of war . . . not to leave an enemy in the
rear; & especially where an insurrectionary flame is
known to be under the embers, merely smothered,
and ready to burst at every point.

To John Langdon, Monticello, March 5, 1810

Today we are at peace; tomorrow war. The curtain
of separation is drawing between us.

To James Maury, Monticello, April 25, 1812

All men know that War is a losing game to both
parties.

To William Short, Monticello, November 28, 1814

American Civil War

But this momentous question [the Missouri Compro-
mise], like a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled
me with terror. I considered it at once as the knell of
the Union. It is hushed indeed for the moment. But
this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence. A geo-
graphical line,* coinciding with a marked principle,
moral and political, once conceived and held up to the
angry passions of men, will never be obliterated; and
every new irritation will mark it deeper and deeper.

*The Missouri Compromise of 1820 prohibited
slavery from the territory acquired in the Louisiana
Purchase north of a line 36° 30′.

To John Holmes, Monticello, April 22, 1820

All, I fear, do not see the speck in our horizon which
is to burst on us as a tornado, sooner or later. The
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line of division lately marked out, between different
portions of our confederacy, is such as will never,
I fear, be obliterated.

To James Breckenridge, Monticello, February 15, 1821

Defense

Weakness provokes insult & injury, while a condi-
tion to punish it often prevents it.

To John Jay, the secretary for foreign affairs, Paris, 
August 23, 1785

I am satisfied the good sense of the people is the
strongest army our governments can ever have, &
that it will not fail them.

To William Carmichael, Paris, December 26, 1786

Whatever enables us to go to war, secures our peace.
To James Monroe, New York, July 11, 1790

Were armies to be raised whenever a speck of war is
visible in our horizon, we never should have been
without them. Our resources would have been ex-
hausted on dangers which have never happened, in-
stead of being reserved for what is really to take
place.

Sixth Annual Message to Congress, December 2, 1806

Insurrections

I know no danger so dreadful and so probable as
that of internal contests.

To Edmund Randolph, Baltimore, February 15, 1783
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Necessity

Necessity is Law, in times of war most especially.
To Matthew Pope, Charlottesville, May 21, 1781

Rebellion as a Good Thing

The commotions which have taken place in Ameri-
ca, as far as they are yet known to me, offer nothing
threatening. They are a proof that the people have
liberty enough, and I would not wish them less than
they have. If the happiness of the mass of the people
can be secured at the expense of a little tempest now
& then, or even of a little blood, it will be a precious
purchase. Malo libertatum periculosum quam qui-
etam servitutem.*

*I prefer dangerous liberty to a quiet servitude.
To Ezra Stiles, Paris, December 24, 1786

I hold it that a little rebellion now and then is a good
thing, & as necessary in the political world as storms
in the physical. Unsuccessful rebellions indeed gen-
erally establish the encroachments on the rights of
the people which have produced them. An observa-
tion of this truth should render honest republican
governors so mild in their punishment of rebellions,
as not to discourage them too much. It is a medicine
necessary for the sound health of government.

To James Madison, Paris, January 30, 1787

The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable
on certain occasions, that I wish it to be always kept
alive. It will often be exercised when wrong, but better
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so than not to be exercised at all. I like a little rebellion
now & then. It is like a storm in the Atmosphere.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, February 22, 1787

God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such
a rebellion. The people can not be all, & always, well
informed. The part which is wrong will be discon-
tented in proportion to the importance of the facts
they misconceive. If they remain quiet under such
misconceptions, it is lethargy, the forerunner of
death to the public liberty. We have had 13 states in-
dependent for 11 years. There has been one rebellion
[Shays’s Rebellion]. That comes to one rebellion in a
century and a half for each state. What country before
ever existed a century & a half without a rebellion? &
what country can preserve its liberties, if their rulers
are not warned from time to time that their people
preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms.
The remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon &
pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a centu-
ry or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from
time to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants. It
is its natural manure.

To William Stephens Smith, Paris, November 13, 1787

Resistance

When patience has begotten false estimates of its mo-
tives, when wrongs are pressed because it is believed
they will be borne, resistance becomes morality.

To Madame de Stael de Holstein, Washington, 
July 16, 1807
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Vigilance

Let the eye of vigilance never be closed.
To Spencer Roane, Monticello, March 9, 1821

Women
s

Nothing can be more unmanly than to treat a lady
superciliously.

To Peter Carr, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

Wisdom, I know, is social. She seeks her fellows.
But Beauty is jealous, and illy bears the presence of
a rival.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, September 25, 1785

I am in hopes that Mrs. Monroe will soon have on
her hands domestic cares of the dearest kind, suffi-
cient to fill her time and ensure her against the tedi-
um vitae;* that she will find that the distractions of
a town, and waste of life under these, can bear no
comparison with the tranquil happiness of domestic
life. If her own experience has not yet taught her
this truth, she has in its favor the testimony of one
who has gone through the various scenes of busi-
ness, of bustle, of office, of rambling, and of quiet
retirement, and who can assure her that the latter is
the only point upon which the mind can settle at
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rest. Tho not clear of inquietudes, because no earthly
situation is so, they are fewer in number, and mixed
with more objects of contentment than in any other
mode of life.

*tedium of life
To James Monroe, Paris, December 18, 1786

Mr. Jefferson has the honor to present his compli-
ments to Mrs. Smith and to send her the two pair of
Corsets she desired. He wishes they may be suitable,
as Mrs. Smith omitted to send her measure. . . .
Should they be too small however, she will be so good
as to lay them by a while. There are ebbs as well as
flows in this world. When the mountain refused to
come to Mahomet, he went to the mountain.

To Abigail Adams Smith, Paris, January 15, 1787

Men, in a civilized country, never expose their wives
and children to labor above their force or sex, as long
as their own labor can protect them from it.

Notes of a Tour into the Southern Parts of France, 
March 4, 1787

Music, drawing, books, invention and exercise will
be so many resources to you against ennui. But there
are others which to this object add that of utility.
These are the needle, and domestic economy. The
latter you cannot learn here, but the former you may.
In the country life of America there are many mo-
ments when a woman can have recourse to nothing
but her needle for employment. In a dull company
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and in dull weather for instance. It is ill manners to
read; it is ill manners to leave them; no card-playing
there among genteel people; that is abandoned to
black-guards. The needle is then a valuable re-
source. Besides without knowing to use it herself,
how can the mistress of a family direct the works of
her servants?

To Martha Jefferson, Aix en Provence, March 28, 1787

Mr. Rucker, who is arrived here, gives me a terrible
account of the luxury of our ladies in the article of
dress. He says that they began to be sensible of the
excess of it themselves, and to think a reformation
necessary. That proposed is the adoption of a national
dress. I fear however they have not resolution enough
for this. I rejoice in the character of the lady who ac-
companies the Count de Moustier to America, and
who is calculated to reform these excesses as far as
her example can have weight. Simple beyond exam-
ple in her dress, tho neat, hating parade & etiquette,
affable, engaging, placid, & withal beautiful, I can-
not help hoping a good effect from her example.

To Abigail Adams, Paris, August 30, 1787

The women here [in The Netherlands], as in Ger-
many do all sorts of work. While one considers
them as useful and rational companions, one cannot
forget that they are also objects of our pleasures.
Nor can they ever forget it. While employed in dirt
and drudgery some tag of a ribbon, some ring or bit
of bracelet, earbob or necklace, or something of that
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kind will show that the desire of pleasing is never
suspended in them. How valuable is that state of soci-
ety which allots to them internal employments only,
and external to the men. They are formed by nature
for attentions and not for hard labor. A woman never
forgets one of the numerous train of little offices
which belong to her; a man forgets often.

Notes on a Tour through Holland, March 1788

We have now need of something to make us laugh,
for the topics of the times are sad & eventful. The
gay & thoughtless Paris is now become a furnace of
Politics. All the world is run politically mad. Men,
women, children talk nothing else; & you know
that naturally they talk much, loud, & warm. Soci-
ety is spoiled by it, at least for those who, like my-
self, are but lookers on.—You too have had your po-
litical fever. But our good ladies, I trust, have been
too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics.
They are contented to soothe & calm the minds of
their husbands returning ruffled from political de-
bate. They have the good sense to value domestic
happiness above all other, and the art to cultivate it
beyond all others. There is no part of the earth
where so much of this is enjoyed as in America.
You agree with me in this: but you think that the
pleasures of Paris more than supply its want: in
other words that a Parisian is happier than an
American. You will change your opinion, my dear
Madam, and come over to mine in the end. Recol-
lect the women of this capital, some on foot, some
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on horses, & some in carriages hunting pleasure in
the streets, in routs & assemblies, and forgetting
that they have left it behind them in their nurs-
eries; compare them with our own countrywomen
occupied in the tender & tranquil amusements of
domestic life, and confess that it is a comparisons of
Amazons and Angels.

To Anne Willing Bingham, Paris, May 11, 1788

The tender breasts of ladies were not formed for po-
litical convulsion; and the French ladies miscalculate
much their own happiness when they wander from
the true field of their influence into that of politics.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Paris, 
September 21, 1788

You will preserve from temper & inclination the
happy privilege of the ladies to leave to the rougher
sex, & to the newspapers their party-squabbles &
reproaches.

To Angelica Schuyler Church, Philadelphia, 
May 24, 1797

The appointment of a woman to office is an innova-
tion for which the public is not prepared, nor am I.

To Albert Gallatin, January 13, 1807
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Thomas Jefferson Describes
His Contemporaries

John Adams

To James Madison, Baltimore, 

February 14, 1783

From what you mention in your letter I suppose the
newspapers must be wrong when they say that Mr.
Adams had taken up his abode with Dr. Franklin. I
am nearly at a loss to judge how he will act in the ne-
gotiation [of the peace treaty with England]. He hates
Franklin, he hates Jay, he hates the French, he hates
the English. To whom will he adhere? His vanity is a
lineament in his character which had entirely escaped
me. His want of taste I had observed. Notwithstand-
ing all this he has a sound head on substantial points,
and I think he has integrity. I am glad therefore that
he is of the commission & expect he will be useful in it.
His dislike of all parties, and all men, by balancing his
prejudices, may give the same fair play to his reason
as would a general benevolence of temper. At any rate
honesty may be extracted even from poisonous weeds.

To John Adams, Paris, July 7, 1785

I shall be happy to receive your corrections of these
ideas as I have found in the course of our joint ser-
vices that I think right when I think with you.



To James Madison, Paris, January 30, 1787

You know the opinion I formerly entertained of my
friend Mr. Adams. Yourself & the governor were the
first who shook that opinion. I afterwards saw proofs
which convicted him of a degree of vanity, and of a
blindness to it, of which no germ had appeared in
Congress. A 7 months intimacy with him here and as
many weeks in London have given me opportunities
of studying him closely. He is vain, irritable and a
bad calculator of the force and probable effect of the
motives which govern men. This is all the ill which
can possibly be said of him. He is as disinterested as
the being which made him: he is profound in his
views: and accurate in his judgment except where
knowledge of the world is necessary to form a judg-
ment. He is so amiable, that I pronounce you will
love him if ever you become acquainted with him. He
would be, as he was, a great man in Congress.

To James Madison, Paris, May 25, 1788

Of rigorous honesty, and careless of appearances he
lived for a considerable time as an economical pri-
vate individual. . . . His pecuniary affairs were un-
der the direction of Mrs. Adams, one of the most
estimable characters on earth, and the most atten-
tive & honorable economists. Neither had a wish to
lay up a copper, but both wished to make both ends
meet. I suspect however, from an expression
dropped in conversation, that they were not able to
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do this, and that a deficit in their accounts appeared
in their winding up.

To William Short, Washington, June 12, 1807

He has a better heart than head.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, 

January 16, 1811

I think it a part of his character to suspect foul play
in those of whom he is jealous, and not easily to re-
linquish his suspicions.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, 

December 5, 1811

Changing a single word only in Dr. Franklin’s char-
acter of him, I knew him to be always an honest
man, often a great one, but sometimes incorrect &
precipitate in his judgments; and it is known to
those who have ever heard me speak of Mr. Adams,
that I have ever done him justice myself, and de-
fended him when assailed by others, with the single
exception as to political opinions.

Conversation with Daniel Webster, 1824

John Adams was our Colossus on the floor. He was
not graceful, nor elegant, nor remarkably fluent; but
he came out occasionally with a power of thought &
expression, that moved us from our seats.
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Samuel Adams

To Samuel Adams, Philadelphia, 

February 26, 1800

Your principles have been tested in the crucible of
time, & have come out pure. You have proved that it
was monarchy, & not merely British monarchy, you
opposed.

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, 

January 31, 1819

I was the youngest man but one in the old Congress,
and he the oldest but one; as I believe. His only se-
nior, I suppose, was Stephen Hopkins. . . . Altho’ my
high reverence for Samuel Adams was returned by
habitual notices from him which highly flattered me,
yet the disparity of age prevented intimate and confi-
dential communications. I always considered him as
more than any other member [in Congress] the foun-
tain of our important measures. And altho’ he was
neither an eloquent nor easy speaker, whatever he
said was sound and commanded the profound atten-
tion of the House. In the discussions on the floor of
Congress he reposed himself on our main pillar in de-
bate, Mr. John Adams. These two gentlemen were
verily a host in our councils. Comparisons with their
associates, Northern and Southern, would answer no
profitable purpose, but they would suffer by compar-
ison with none.

400 jefferson on his contemporaries



To Samuel Adams Wells, Monticello, 

May 12, 1819

I can say that he was truly a great man, wise in
council, fertile in resources, immovable in his pur-
poses, and had, I think, a greater share than any
other member, in advising and directing our mea-
sures, in the Northern war especially. As a speaker
he could not be compared with his living colleague
and namesake, whose deep conceptions, nervous
style,* and undaunted firmness, made him truly our
bulwark in debate, But Mr. Samuel Adams, altho’
not of fluent elocution, was so rigorously logical, so
clear in his views, abundant in good sense, and mas-
ter always of his subject that he commanded the
most profound attention whenever he rose in an as-
sembly by which the froth of declamation was heard
with the most sovereign contempt. I sincerely re-
joice that the record of his worth is to be undertaken
by one so much disposed as you will be to hand him
down fairly to that posterity for whose liberty and
happiness he was so zealous a laborer.

*strong, powerful

Conversation with Daniel Webster, 1824

For depth of purpose, zeal, & sagacity, no man in
Congress exceeded, if any equalled Sam Adams; &
none did more than he, to originate & sustain revo-
lutionary measures in Congress. But he could not
speak, he had a hesitating grunting manner.
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Aaron Burr

The Anas, 1804

I had never seen Colo. Burr till he came as a mem-
ber of the Senate. His conduct very soon inspired
me with distrust. I habitually cautioned Mr. Madi-
son against trusting him too much. I saw afterwards
that under Genl. W’s and Mr. A’s administrations,
whenever a great military appointment or a diplo-
matic one was to be made, he came post to Philadel-
phia to show himself & in fact that he was always at
market, if they had wanted him. He was indeed
told by [Jonathan] Dayton in 1800 he might be
Secretary at War; but this bid was too late. His
election as V.P. was then foreseen. With these im-
pressions of Colo. Burr there never had been any
intimacy between us, and but little association.
When I destined him for a high appointment, it
was out of respect for the favor he had obtained
with the republican party by his extraordinary
exertions and successes in the N.Y. election in
1800.

To Robert R. Livingston, Washington, 

March 24, 1807

Burr has indeed made a most inglorious exhibition
of his much over-rated talents. He is now on his way
to Richmond for trial.



To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 

April 20, 1807

Against Burr, personally, I never had one hostile
sentiment. I never indeed thought him an honest,
frank-dealing man, but considered him as a crooked
gun or other perverted machine whose aim or stroke
you could never be sure of. Still, while he possessed
the confidence of the nation, I thought it my duty to
respect in him their confidence, & to treat him as if
he deserved it.

John Dickinson

To François Soulés, September 13–18, 1786

Mr. Dickinson, a lawyer of more ingenuity than
sound judgment, and still more timid than ingenious.

To Joseph Bringhurst, Washington, 

February 24, 1808

I have to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of
the 16th. It gave me the first information of the
death of our distinguished fellow-citizen, John
Dickinson. A more estimable man, or truer patriot,
could not have left us. Among the first of the advo-
cates for the rights of his country when assailed by
Great Britain, he continued to the last the orthodox
advocate of the true principles of our new govern-
ment, and his name will be consecrated in history as
one of the great worthies of the revolution. We
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ought to be grateful for having been permitted to
retain the benefit of his counsel to so good an old
age; still the moment of losing it, whenever it aris-
es, must be a moment of deep-felt regret. For him-
self, perhaps, a longer period of life was less impor-
tant, alloyed as the feeble enjoyments of that age
are with so much pain. But to his country every ad-
dition to his moments was interesting. A junior
companion of his labors in the early part of our rev-
olution, it has been a great comfort to me to have
retained his friendship to the last moments of his
life.

Benjamin Franklin

To the Reverend William Smith, Philadelphia,

February 19, 1791

I can only therefore testify in general that there ap-
peared to me more respect & veneration attached to
the character of Doctor Franklin in France, than to
that of any other person in the same country, for-
eign or native. I had opportunities of knowing
particularly how far these sentiments were felt by
the foreign ambassadors & ministers at the court of
Versailles. The fable of his capture by the Alger-
ines, propagated by the English newspapers, excit-
ed no uneasiness; as it was seen at once to be a dish
cooked up to the palate of their readers. But noth-
ing could exceed the anxiety of his diplomatic
brethren, on a subsequent report of his death,
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which, tho’ premature, bore some marks of authen-
ticity.

I found the ministers of France equally
impressed with the talents & integrity of Doctor
Franklin. The Comte de Vergennes particularly gave
me repeated & unequivocal demonstrations of his
entire confidence in him. . . .

His death was an affliction which was to hap-
pen to us at some time or other. We had reason to
be thankful he was so long spared: that the most
useful life, should be the longest also; that it was
protracted so far beyond the ordinary span allotted
to man, as to avail us of his wisdom in the estab-
lishment of our own freedom, & to bless him with a
view of its dawn in the east, where they seemed, till
now, to have learned every thing, but how to be
free.

The succession to Dr. Franklin, at the court of
France, was an excellent school of humility. On being
presented to any one as the Minister of America, the
common-place question used in such cases was “c’est

vous, Monsieur, qui remplace le Docteur Franklin?” “it
is you, sir, who replaces Doctor Franklin?” I generally
answered—“no one can replace him, Sir: I am only
his successor.”

To Samuel Smith, Monticello, 

August 22, 1798

The greatest man & ornament of the age and coun-
try in which he lived.
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To Thomas Jefferson Randolph, Washington,

November 24, 1808

It was one of the rules which above all others made
Doctor Franklin the most amiable of men in society,
“never to contradict any body.” If he was urged to
announce an opinion, he did it rather by asking
questions, as if for information, or by suggesting
doubts.

To Robert Walsh, Monticello, December 4, 1818

As to the charge of subservience to France, besides
the evidence of his friendly colleagues before named
[Arthur Lee and John Adams], two years of my
own service with him at Paris, daily visits, and the
most friendly and confidential conversations, con-
vince me it had not a shadow of foundation. He pos-
sessed the confidence of that government in the
highest degree, insomuch that it may truly be said
that they were more under his influence, than he
under theirs. The fact is that his temper was so ami-
able and conciliatory, his conduct so rational, never
urging impossibilities, or even things unreasonably
inconvenient to them, in short so moderate and at-
tentive to their difficulties, as well as our own, that
what his enemies called subserviency, I saw was
only that reasonable disposition, which, sensible
that advantages are not all to be on one side, yield-
ing what is just and liberal, is the more certain of
obtaining liberality and justice. Mutual confidence
produces of course mutual influence, and this was
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all which subsisted between Dr. Franklin & the gov-
ernment of France.

Albert Gallatin

To William Duane, Monticello, 

March 28, 1811

I believe Mr. Gallatin to be of as pure integrity, and
as zealously devoted to the liberties and interests of
our country as its most affectionate native citizen. Of
this his courage in Congress, in the days of terror,
gave proofs which nothing can obliterate from the
recollection of those who were witnesses of it. . . . An
intercourse, almost daily, of eight years with him has
given me opportunities of knowing his character
more thoroughly than perhaps any other man living.

Alexander Hamilton

To James Madison, September 8, 1793

Hamilton is ill of the fever as is said. He had two
physicians out at his house the night before last. His
family think him in danger, & he puts himself so by
his excessive alarm. He had been miserable several
days before from a firm persuasion he should catch it
[i.e., yellow fever]. A man as timid as he is on the wa-
ter, as timid on horseback, as timid in sickness, would
be a phenomenon if the courage of which he has the
reputation in military occasions were genuine.
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To James Madison, Monticello, 

September 21, 1795

Hamilton is really a colossus to the antirepublican
party. Without numbers, he is an host within him-
self. They have got themselves into a defile, where
they might be finished; but too much security on
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the Republican part, will give time to his talents &
indefatigableness to extricate them. We have had
only middling performances to oppose him. In
truth, when he comes forward there is nobody but
yourself who can meet him. His adversaries having
begun the attack, he has the advantage of answering
them, & remains unanswered himself. . . . For god’s
sake take up your pen, and give a fundamental reply
to Curtius & Camillus.

To Benjamin Rush, Monticello, 

January 16, 1811

I received a letter from President Washington, then
at Mount Vernon, desiring me to call together the
heads of departments, and to invite Mr. Adams to
join us (which, by the bye, was the only instance of
that being done) in order to determine on some mea-
sure which required despatch; and he desired me to
act on it, as decided, without again recurring to him.
I invited them to dine with me, and after dinner, sit-
ting at our wine, having settled our question, other
conversation came on, in which a collision of opinion
arose between Mr. Adams & Colo. Hamilton, on the
merits of the British constitution, Mr. Adams giving
it as his opinion that, if some of its defects & abuses
were corrected, it would be the most perfect consti-
tution of government ever devised by man. Hamil-
ton, on the contrary, asserted that, with its existing
vices, it was the most perfect model of government
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that could be formed; & that the correction of its
vices would render it an impracticable government.
And this you may be assured was the real line of dif-
ference between the political principles of these two
gentlemen. Another incident took place on the same
occasion which will further delineate Hamilton’s po-
litical principles. The room being hung around
with a collection of the portraits of remarkable
men, among them were those of Bacon, Newton &
Locke, Hamilton asked me who they were. I told
him they were my trinity of the three greatest men
the world had ever produced, naming them. He
paused for some time: “the greatest man,” said he,
“that ever lived was Julius Caesar.” Mr. Adams was
honest as a politician, as well as a man; Hamilton
honest as a man, but, as a politician, believing in
the necessity of either force or corruption to govern
man.

The Anas, 1818

Hamilton was indeed a singular character. Of acute
understanding, disinterested, honest, and honorable
in all private transactions, amiable in society, and
duly valuing virtue in private life, yet so bewitched
& perverted by the British example, as to be under
thorough conviction that corruption* was essential
to the government of a nation.

*Corruption in the eighteenth century meant
influence or favoritism.
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Patrick Henry

To George Rogers Clark, November 26, 1782

I was not a little surprised however to find one per-
son hostile to you as far as he has personal courage
to show hostility to any man. Who he is you will
probably have heard, or may know him by this de-
scription as being all tongue without either head or
heart. In the variety of his crooked [i.e., devious or
tortured] schemes however, his interests may proba-
bly veer about so as to put it in your power to be
useful to him; in which case he certainly will be
your friend again if you want him.

To William Wirt, Monticello, 

April 12, 1812

Mr. Henry’s ravenous avarice [was] the only pas-
sion paramount to his love of popularity.

To William Wirt, Monticello, 

April 12, 1812

In ordinary business [in the House of Burgesses] he
was a very inefficient member. He could not draw a
bill on the most simple subject which would bear le-
gal criticism, or even the ordinary criticism which
looks to correctness of style & ideas, for indeed there
was no accuracy of idea in his head. His imagination
was copious, poetical, sublime, but vague also. He
said the strongest things in the finest language, but
without logic, without arrangement, desultorily.
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Autobiography, 1821

Mr. Pendleton, . . . who, taken all in all, was the ablest
man in debate I have ever met with. He had not in-
deed the poetical fancy of Mr. Henry, his sublime
imagination, his lofty and overwhelming diction. . . .

When the famous Resolutions of 1765, against
the Stamp-act, were proposed, I was yet a student
of law in Williamsburg. I attended the debate how-
ever at the door of the lobby of the H. of Burgesses,
& heard the splendid display of Mr. Henry’s talents
as a popular orator. They were great indeed; such as
I have never heard from any other man. He ap-
peared to me to speak as Homer wrote.

. . . He was the laziest man in reading I ever
knew.

Conversation with Daniel Webster, 1824

Patrick Henry was originally a bar-keeper. He was
married very young, & going into some business on
his own account, was a bankrupt before the year
was out. . . .

He was as well suited to the times as any man
ever was, & it is not now easy to say, what we should
have done without Patrick Henry. He was far before
all, in maintaining the spirit of the Revolution. His
influence was most extensive, with the Members
from the Upper Counties, & his boldness & their
votes overawed & controlled the more cool, or the
more timid Aristocratic gentlemen of the lower part
of the State. His eloquence was peculiar; if indeed it
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should be called eloquence, for it was impressive &
sublime beyond what can be imagined. Although it
was difficult when he had spoken, to tell what he had
said, yet while he was speaking, it always seemed di-
rectly to the point. When he had spoken in opposi-
tion to my opinion, had produced a great effect, & I
myself been highly delighted & moved, I have asked
myself when he ceased, “What the devil has he said,”
& could never answer the enquiry.

His person was of full size, & his manner &
voice free & manly. His utterance neither very fast nor
very slow. His speeches generally short from a quar-
ter to an half hour. His pronunciation, was vulgar &
vicious, but it was forgotten while he was speaking.

He was a man of very little knowledge of any
sort, he read nothing & had no books. Returning one
November from Albemarle Court, he borrowed of
me Hume’s Essays, in two vols. saying he should
have leisure in the winter for reading. In the Spring
he returned them, & declared he had not been able to
go farther than twenty or thirty pages, in the first vol-
ume. He wrote almost nothing, he could not write.
The resolutions of ’75 which have been ascribed to
him, have by many, been supposed to have been writ-
ten by Mr. [Thomas] Johnson, who acted as his sec-
ond, on that occasion. But if they were written by
Henry himself, they are not such as to prove any pow-
er of composition. Neither in politicks nor in his pro-
fession was he a man of business, he was a man for
debate only. His biographer [William Wirt] says,
that he read Plutarch every year,—I doubt whether
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he ever read a volume of it in his life. His temper was
excellent, & he generally observed decorum in debate.

On one or two occasions I have seen him an-

gry—and his anger was terrible. Those who wit-
nessed it, were not disposed to rouse it again. In his
opinions he was yielding & practicable, & not dis-
posed to differ from his friends. In private conver-
sation he was agreeable, & facetious & while in
genteel society appeared to understand all the decen-
cies & proprieties of it; but in his heart, he preferred
low society, & sought it as often as possible. He
would hunt in the pine woods of Fluvannah, with
overseers, & people of that description, living in a
camp for a fortnight at a time without a change of
raiment. I have often been astonished at his com-
mand of proper language; how he obtained the
knowledge of it, I never could find out, as he read so
little & conversed little with educated men.

After all, it must be allowed that he was our
leader, in the measures of the Revolution, in Virginia.
In that respect more is due to him than to any other
person. If we had not had him, we probably have got
on pretty well, as you did by a number of men of
nearly equal talents, but he left us all far behind.

David Humphreys

To Elbridge Gerry, Paris, May 7, 1786

I am induced from my own feelings to recommend
Colo. Humphreys to your care. He is sensible, pru-
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dent, & honest, and may be very firmly relied on in
any office which requires these talents.

To William Short, Paris, February 9, 1789

Colo. Humphreys is attacked in the papers for his
French airs, for bad poetry, bad prose, vanity, &c. It
is said his dress in so gay a style gives general dis-
gust against him.

Andrew Jackson

Conversation with Daniel Webster, 1824

I feel much alarmed at the prospect of seeing Gener-
al Jackson, President. He is one of the most unfit
men, I know of for such a place. He has had very lit-
tle respect for Laws or Constitutions,—& is in fact
an able military chief. His passions are terrible.
When I was President of the Senate, he was a Sena-
tor; & he could never speak from the rashness of his
feelings. I have seen him attempt it repeatedly, & as
often choke with rage. His passions are no doubt
cooler now;—he has been much tried since I knew
him—but he is a dangerous man.

John Paul Jones

To Edward Carrington, Paris, May 27, 1788

Paul Jones is invited into the Empress’s service
with the rank of rear admiral, & to have a separate
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command. I wish it corresponded with the views of
Congress to give him that rank from the taking of
the Serapis. [I look to] this officer as our great fu-
ture dependence on the sea, where alone we should
think of ever having a force. He is young enough to
see the day when we shall be more populous than
the whole British dominions and able to fight them
ship to ship. We should procure him then every pos-
sible opportunity of acquiring experience.

Henry Knox

The Anas, 1793

Knox joined Hamilton in everything.

To Martin Van Buren, Monticello, 

June 29, 1824

General Knox, a man of parade . . .

The Marquis de Lafayette

To James Madison, Paris, March 18, 1785

Your character of the M. Fayette is precisely agree-
able to the idea I had formed of him. I take him to
be of unmeasured ambition but that the means he
uses are virtuous. He is returned [to France from
America] fraught with affection to America and dis-
posed to render every possible service.
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To James Madison, Paris, January 30, 1787

The Marquis de Lafayette is a most valuable auxil-
iary to me. His zeal is unbounded, & his weight
with those in power great. His education having
been merely military, commerce was an unknown
field to him. But his good sense enabling him to
comprehend perfectly whatever is explained to him.
His agency has been very efficacious. He has a great
deal of sounder genius is well remarked by the king
& rising in popularity. He [i.e., the king] has noth-
ing against him but the suspicion [of] republican
principles. I think he will one day be of the ministry.
His foible is a canine appetite for popularity and
fame. But he will get above this.

Richard Henry Lee

To John Adams, Monticello, August 22, 1813

[On his style of writing] His was loose, vague,
frothy, rhetorical. He was a poorer writer than his
brother Arthur.

To John Adams, Monticello, December 18, 1825

I presume you have received a copy of the life of
Richd. H. Lee from his grandson of the same name,
author of the work. You and I know that he merited
much during the revolution. Eloquent, bold, and
ever watchful at his post, of which his biographer
omits no proof. I am not certain whether the friends
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of George Mason, of Patrick Henry, yourself, and
even of Genl. Washington may not reclaim some
feathers of the plumage given him, notable as was
his proper and original coat.

Meriwether Lewis

To Dr. Barton, Washington, 

February 27, 1803

You know we have been many years wishing to have
the Missouri explored, & whatever river, heading
with that, runs into the Western ocean. Congress, in
some secret proceedings, have yielded to a proposi-
tion I made them for permitting me to have it done:
It is to be undertaken immediately, with a party of
about ten, & I have appointed Capt. Lewis, my sec-
retary, to conduct it. It was impossible to find a char-
acter who to a complete science in botany, natural
history, mineralogy, & astronomy, joined the firm-
ness of constitution and character, prudence, habits
adapted to the woods, and familiarity with the Indi-
an manners & character, requisite for this undertak-
ing. All the latter qualifications, Capt. Lewis has. Al-
tho’ no regular botanist &c., he possesses a
remarkable store of accurate observation on all the
subjects of the three kingdoms, & will therefore
readily single out whatever presents itself new to
him in either; and he has qualified himself for taking
the observations of longtitude & latitude necessary
to fix the geography of the line he passes through.
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James Madison

To Peter Carr, Annapolis, December 11, 1783

If you can find means to attract the notice and ac-
quaintance of my friend Mr. Madison lately re-
turned to your neighborhood from Congress he will
be a most valuable patron to you. His judgment is so
sound and his heart so good that I would wish you
to respect every advice he would be so kind as to
give you, equally as if it came from me.

To James Madison, Paris, March 18, 1785

Late letters tell us you are nominated for the court
of Spain. . . . I need not tell you how much I shall be
pleased with such an event. Yet it has its displeasing
sides also. I want you in the Virginia Assembly and
also in Congress yet we cannot have you every-
where. We must therefore be contended to have you
where you choose.

To Thomas C. Flourney, Monticello, 

October 1, 1812

You probably do not know Mr. Madison personally,
or at least intimately as I do. I have known him from
1779, when he first came into the public councils;
and from three & thirty years’ trial, I can say consci-
entiously that I do not know in the world a man of
purer integrity, more dispassionate, disinterested &
devoted to genuine republicanism; nor could I, in
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the whole scope of America & Europe point out an
abler head. He may be illy seconded by others, be-
trayed by the Hulls & Arnolds of our country, for
such there are in every country, and with sorrow &
suffering we know it. But what man can do will be
done by Mr. Madison.

To John Adams, Monticello, May 5, 1817

I do not entertain your apprehensions for the happi-
ness of our brother Madison in a state of retirement.
Such a mind as his, fraught with information, and
with matter for reflection, can never know ennui. Be-
sides, there will always be work enough cut out for
him to continue his active usefulness to his country.

Autobiography, 1821

Mr. Madison came into the House in 1776. A new
member and young; which circumstances, concur-
ring with his extreme modesty, prevented his ven-
turing himself in debate before his removal to the
Council of State in Nov. 77. From thence he went to
Congress, then consisting of few members. Trained
in these successive schools, he acquired a habit of
self-possession which placed at ready command the
rich resources of his luminous and discriminating
mind, & of his extensive information, and rendered
him the first of every assembly afterwards of which
he became a member. Never wandering from his
subject into vain declamation, but pursuing it
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closely in language pure, classical, and copious,
soothing always the feelings of his adversaries by ci-
vilities and softness of expression, he rose to the em-
inent station which he held in the great National
convention of 1787, and in that of Virginia which
followed, he sustained the new constitution in all its
parts, bearing off the palm against the logic of
George Mason, and the fervid declamation of Mr.
Henry. With these consummate powers were united
a pure and spotless virtue which no calumny has
ever attempted to sully. Of the powers and polish of
his pen, and of the wisdom of his administration in
the highest office of the nation, I need say nothing.
They have spoken, and will forever speak for them-
selves.

John Marshall

To James Madison, Philadelphia, 

June 29, 1792

I learn that he [i.e., Alexander Hamilton] has ex-
pressed the strongest desire that Marshall should
come into Congress from Richmond, declaring there
is no man in Virginia whom he so much wishes to
see there, and I am told that Marshall has expressed
half a mind to come. Hence I conclude that Hamil-
ton has plied him well with flattery and solicitation,
and I think nothing better could be done than to
make him a judge.
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To James Madison, Monticello, 

November 26, 1795

Though Marshall will be able to embarrass the Re-
publican party in the assembly a good deal, yet
upon the whole, his having gone into it will be of
service. He has been hitherto able to do more mis-
chief, acting under the mask of republicanism than
he will be able to do after throwing it plainly off.
His lax lounging manners have made him popular
with the bulk of the people of Richmond, and a pro-
found hypocrisy with many thinking men in our
country.

To Albert Gallatin, Monticello, 

September 27, 1810

The Judge’s inveteracy is profound, and his mind of
that gloomy malignity which will never let him
forego the opportunity of satiating it on a victim.
His decisions, his instructions to a jury, his al-
lowances & disallowances & garblings of evidence,
must all be subjects of appeal.

To William Johnson, Monticello, 

June 12, 1823

This practice of Judge Marshall of traveling out of
his case to prescribe what the law would be in a
moot case not before the court, is very irregular and
very censurable.
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George Mason

Autobiography, 1821

In giving an account of the laws of which I was my-
self the mover & draftsman, I by no means mean to
claim to myself the merit of obtaining their passage.
I had many occasional and strenuous coadjutors in
debate, and one most steadfast, able, and zealous;
who was himself a host. This was George Mason, a
man of the first order of wisdom among those who
acted on the theatre of the Revolution, of expansive
mind, profound judgment, cogent in argument,
learned in the lore of our former constitution, and
earnest for the republican change on democratic
principles. His elocution was neither flowing nor
smooth, but his language was strong, his manner
most impressive, and strengthened by a dash of bit-
ing cynicism when provocation made it seasonable.

John Francis Mercer

To James Madison, Annapolis, 

April 25, 1784

Mercer is acting a very extraordinary part. He is a
candidate for the secretaryship of foreign affairs and
tho’ he will not get the vote of one state, I believe he
expects the appointment. . . . Vanity & ambition
seem to be the ruling passions of this young man
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and as his objects are impure so also are his means.
Intrigue is a principal one on particular occasions as
party attachment is in the general. He takes now
about one half of the time of Congress to himself, &
in conjunction with [Jacob] Read and Spaight ob-
struct business inconceivably.

Autobiography, 1821

My colleague Mercer was one of those afflicted with
the morbid rage of debate. Of an ardent mind, prompt
imagination, and copious flow of words, he heard
with impatience any logic which was not his own.

James Monroe

To James Madison, Annapolis, 

May 8, 1784

I think Colonel Monroe will be of the Committee of
the states. He wishes a correspondence with you;
and I suppose his situation will render him an use-
ful one to you. The scrupulousness of his honor will
make you safe in the most confidential communica-
tions. A better man there cannot be.

To William Temple Franklin, Paris, 

May 7, 1786

You have formed a just opinion of Monroe. He is a
man whose soul might be turned wrong side out-
wards without discovering a blemish to the world.
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To Philip Mazzei, Monticello, 

April 24, 1796

Colo. Monroe is our M.P. [minister plenipotentiary]
at Paris a most worthy patriot & honest man.

To William Duane, Monticello, 

October 1, 1812

I clearly think with you on the competence of Mon-
roe to embrace great views of action. The decision of
his character, his enterprise, firmness, industry, &
unceasing vigilance, would, I believe, secure, as I am
sure it would merit, the public confidence, and give
us all the success which our means can accomplish.

Gouverneur Morris

To Maria Cosway, Paris, July 25, 1789

Receive then into your peace and grace the bearer
hereof Mr. Morris, a countryman and friend of mine
of great consideration in his own country, and who
deserves to be so everywhere. Peculiarly gifted with
fancy and judgment, he will be qualified to taste the
beauties of your canvas.

The Anas, 1792

The fact is, that Gouverneur Morris, a high flying
monarchy-man, shutting his eyes & his faith to every
fact against his wishes, & believing everything he
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desires to be true, has kept the President’s [i.e.
Washington’s] mind constantly poisoned with his
forebodings [respecting the French Revolution].

Thomas Paine

To Francis Eppes, Monticello, 

January 19, 1821

You ask my opinion of Lord Bolingbroke and
Thomas Paine. They were alike in making bitter ene-
mies of the priests & Pharisees of their day. Both
were honest men; both advocates for human liberty.
Paine wrote for a country which permitted him to
push his reasoning to whatever length it would
go. . . . These two persons differed remarkably in the
style of their writing, each leaving a model of what is
most perfect in both extremes of the simple and the
sublime. No writer has exceeded Paine in ease and fa-
miliarity of style, in perspicuity of expression, happi-
ness of elucidation, and in simple and unassuming
language. In this he may be compared with Dr.
Franklin; and indeed his Common Sense was, for
awhile, believed to have been written by Dr.
Franklin, and published under the borrowed name of
Paine, who had come over with him from England.

To John Cartwright, Monticello, 

June 5, 1824

Paine . . . thought more than he read.
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Edmund Pendleton

Autobiography, 1821

Mr. Pendleton, . . . who, taken all in all, was the
ablest man in debate I have ever met with. He had
not indeed the poetical fancy of Mr. Henry, his sub-
lime imagination, his lofty and overwhelming dic-
tion; but he was cool, smooth and persuasive; his
language flowing, chaste & embellished, his concep-
tions quick, acute and full of resource; never van-
quished; for if he lost the main battle, he returned
upon you, and regained so much of it as to make it a
drawn one, by dexterous maneuvers, skirmishes in
detail, and the recovery of small advantages which,
little singly, were important altogether. You never
knew when you were clear of him, but were ha-
rassed by his perseverance until the patience was
worn down of all who had less of it than himself.
Add to this that he was one of the most virtuous &
benevolent of men, the kindest friend, the most ami-
able & pleasant of companions, which ensured a fa-
vorable reception to whatever came from him.

Timothy Pickering

To Martin Van Buren, Monticello, 

June 29, 1824

I could not have believed that, for as many years,
and to such a period of advanced age, he could have
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nourished passions so vehement and viperous. It ap-
pears that, for 30 years past, he has been industri-
ously collecting materials for vituperating the char-
acters he had marked for his hatred; some of whom,
certainly, if enmities towards him had ever existed,
had forgotten them all, or buried them in the grave
with themselves. As to myself, there never had been
any thing personal between us, nothing but the gen-
eral opposition of party sentiment; and our personal
intercourse had been that of urbanity, as himself
says. But it seems he has been all this time brooding
over an enmity which I had never felt, and yet that
with respect to myself, as well as others, he has been
writing far and near, and in every direction, to get
hold of original letters, where he could, copies
where he could not, certificates and journals, catch-
ing at every gossiping story he could hear of in any
quarter, supplying by suspicions what he could find
no where else, and then arguing on this motley far-
rago as if established on gospel evidence. . . .

He arraigns me on two grounds, my actions
and my motives. The very actions however which he
arraigns have been such as the great majority of my
fellow citizens have approved. The approbation of
Mr. Pickering, and of those who thought with him,
I had no right to expect. My motives he chooses to
ascribe to hypocrisy; to ambition, and a passion for
popularity. Of these the world must judge between
us. It is no office of his or mine. To that tribunal I
have ever submitted my actions and motives, with-
out ransacking the union for certificates, letters,
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journals and gossiping tales to justify myself and
weary them. . . . I leave to its fate the libel of Mr.
Pickering, with the thousands of others like it, to
which I have given no other answer than a steady
course of similar action.

Edmund Randolph

Record of conversation with President Washington,

August 6, 1793

I asked him [Washington] whether some person
could not take my office par interim, till he should
make an appointment? as Mr. Randolph for in-
stance. Yes, says he, but there you would raise the
expectation of keeping it, and I do not know that he
is fit for it nor what is thought of Mr. Randolph. I
avoided noticing the last observation, & he put the
question to me directly. I then told him that I went
into society so little as to be unable to answer it: I
knew that the embarrassments in his private affairs
had obliged him to use expedients which had injured
him with the merchants & shop-keepers & affected
his character of independence; that these embarrass-
ments were serious, & not likely to cease soon.

To James Madison, Philadelphia, 

August 11, 1793

I can by this confidential conveyance speak more
freely of R. He is the poorest Cameleon I ever saw
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having no color of his own, & reflecting that nearest
him. When he is with me he is a whig, when with
H. [Alexander Hamilton] he is a tory, when with
the P. [President Washington] he is what he thinks
will please him. The last is his strongest hue, tho’
the 2nd tinges him very strongly. The first is what I
think he would prefer in his heart if he were in the
woods where he could see nobody, or in a society of
all whigs. . . . It is not the less true that his opinion
always makes the majority [in the Cabinet], & that
the President acquiesces always in the majority;
consequently that the government is now solely di-
rected by him. As he is not yet openly thrown off by
the whig party, it gives to the public a false security
that fair play is given to the whiggism of the Pr[esi-
dent] by an equal division of whig & tory among his
counselors. I have kept on terms of strict friendship
with him hitherto, that I might make some good out
of him, & because he has really some good private
qualities. But he is in a station infinitely too impor-
tant for his understanding, his firmness, or his cir-
cumstances.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 

December 31, 1795

Tho he mistakes his own political character in the
aggregate, yet he gives it to you in the detail. Thus,
he supposes himself a man of no party, that his opin-
ions not containing any systematic adherence to par-
ty, fall sometimes on one side and sometimes on the
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other. . . . Whether his conduct is to be ascribed to a
superior view of things, an adherence to right with-
out regard to party, as he pretends, or to an anxiety
to trim between both, those who know his character
& capacity will decide.

To James Monroe, March 2, 1796

The resignation or rather removal of R. you will have
learnt. His vindication bears hard on the executive in
the opinions of this quarter, and tho’ it clears him in
their judgment of the charge of bribery, it does not
give them high ideas of his wisdom or steadiness.

To Philip Mazzei, Monticello, April 24, 1796

E.R. is bankrupt, or tantamount to it.

David Rittenhouse

To David Rittenhouse, Monticello, 

July 19, 1778

Writing to a philosopher, I may hope to be pardoned
for intruding some thoughts of my own tho’ they re-
late to him personally. Your time for two years past
has I believe been principally employed in the civil
government of your country. . . . I doubt not there are
in your country many persons equal to the task of con-
ducting government: but you should consider that the
world has but one Rittenhouse, & that it never had
one before. The amazing mechanical representation
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of the solar system which you conceived & execut-
ed, has never been surpassed by any but the work
of which it is a copy. Are those powers then, which
being intended for the erudition of the world are,
like air & light, the world’s common property, to be
taken from their proper pursuit to do the common-
place drudgery of governing a single state, a work
which may be executed by men of an ordinary
stature, such as are always & every where to be
found?

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1782

We have supposed Mr. Rittenhouse second to no as-
tronomer living: that in genius he must be the first,
because he is self-taught. As an artist he has exhibit-
ed as great a proof of mechanical genius as the
world has ever produced. He has not indeed made a
world; but he has by imitation approached nearer
its Maker than any man who has lived from creation
to this day.

Benjamin Rush

To John Adams, Monticello, May 27, 1813

Another of our friends of 76 is gone, my dear Sir,
another of the Co-signers of the independence of
our country. And a better man, than Rush, could not
have left us, more benevolent, more learned, of finer
genius, or more honest.
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To Richard Rush, Monticello, May 31, 1813

No one has taken a more sincere part than myself in
the affliction which has lately befallen your family, by
the loss of your inestimable and ever to be lamented
father. His virtues rendered him dear to all who knew
him, and his benevolence led him to do to all men
every good in his power. Much he was able to do,
and much therefore will be missed. My acquaintance
with him began in 1776. It soon became intimate,
and from that time a warm friendship has been main-
tained by a correspondence of unreserved confidence.

To Joseph Delaplaine, Monticello, May 3, 1814

I thank you for the print of Dr. Rush. He was one of
my early & intimate friends, and among the best of
men.

John Trumbull

To Ezra Stiles, Paris, September 1, 1786

Another countryman of yours, Mr. Trumbull, has
paid us a visit here, & brought with him two pictures
which are the admiration of the Connoisseurs. His
natural talents for this art seem almost unparalleled.

To John Trumbull, Paris, June 18, 1789

I think you undervalue too much your art, which is
a most noble one when possessed so eminently as it
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is by you. I fear much that our country is not yet
rich enough to encourage you as you deserve.

George Washington

To Benjamin Harrison, Philadelphia, 

November 11, 1783

I had the happiness of seeing Genl. Washington the
other day after an interval of 7 years. He has more
health in his countenance than I ever saw in it before.

To George Washington, Annapolis, 

April 16, 1784

The moderation & virtue of a single character has
probably prevented this revolution from being
closed as most others have been by a subversion of
that liberty it was intended to establish; that he is
not immortal, & his successor or some of his succes-
sors be led by false calculation into a less certain
road to glory.

To William Short, Philadelphia, March 16, 1791

To overdo a thing with him is to undo it.

To William Branch Giles, Monticello, 

December 31, 1795

[The President] errs as other men do, but errs with
integrity.
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To Archibald Stuart, Monticello, 

January 4, 1797

In answer to your favor of Dec. 31 & to the question
whether advisable to address the P[resident] on the
subject of war against France, I shall speak explicit-
ly because I know I may do it safely to you. Such is
the popularity of the President that the people will
support him in whatever he will do or will not do,
without appealing to their own reason or to any
thing but their feelings towards him: his mind had
been so long used to unlimited applause that it
could not brook contradiction, or even advice of-
fered without asking. To advice, when asked, he is
very open. I have long thought therefore it was best
for the republican interest to soothe him by flattery
where they could approve his measures, & to be
silent, where they disapprove, that they may not
render him desperate as to their affection; & and en-
tirely indifferent to their wishes; in short to lie on
their oars while he remains at the helm, & let the
bark drift at his will & a superintending providence
shall direct.

To the Earl of Buchan, Washington, 

July 10, 1803

I feel a pride in the justice which your lordship’s
sentiments render to the character of my illustrious
countryman, Washington. The moderation of his
desires, & the strength of his judgment, enabled
him to calculate correctly, that the road to that glory
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which never dies is to use power for the support of
the laws & liberties of our country, not for their de-
struction; & his will accordingly survives the wreck
of every thing now living.

To Walter Jones, Monticello, January 2, 1814

I think I knew General Washington intimately and
thoroughly; and were I called on to delineate his
character it should be in terms like these.

His mind was great and powerful, without be-
ing of the very first order; his penetration strong,
tho’ not so acute as that of a Newton, Bacon or
Locke; and as far as he saw, no judgment was ever
sounder. It was slow in operation, being little aided
by invention or imagination, but sure in conclu-
sion. . . . He was incapable of fear, meeting personal
dangers with the calmest unconcern. Perhaps the
strongest feature in his character was prudence, nev-
er acting until every circumstance, every considera-
tion was maturely weighed; refraining if he saw a
doubt, but, when once decided, going through with
his purpose whatever obstacles opposed. His integri-
ty was most pure, his justice the most inflexible I
have ever known, no motives of interest or consan-
guinity, of friendship or hatred, being able to bias his
decision. He was, indeed, in every sense of the
words, a wise, a good, & a great man. His temper
was naturally irritable and high toned; but reflection
& resolution had obtained a firm and habitual ascen-
dancy over it. If ever however it broke its bonds he

436 jefferson on his contemporaries



was most tremendous in his wrath. In his expenses
he was honorable, but exact; liberal in contributions
to whatever promised utility; but frowning and un-
yielding on all visionary projects and all unworthy
calls on his charity. His heart was not warm in its af-
fections; but he exactly calculated every man’s value,
and gave him a solid esteem proportioned to it. His
person, you know, was fine, his stature exactly what
one would wish, his deportment easy, erect and no-
ble; the best horseman of his age, and the most
graceful figure that could be seen on horseback. Al-
tho’ in the circle of his friends, where he might be
unreserved with safety, he took a free share in con-
versation, his colloquial talents were not above
mediocrity, possessing neither copiousness of ideas,
nor fluency of words. In public, when called on for a
sudden opinion, he was unready, short and embar-
rassed. Yet he wrote readily, rather diffusely, in an
easy & correct style. This he had acquired by con-
versation with the world, for his education was
merely reading, writing and common arithematic, to
which he added surveying at a later day. His time
was employed in action chiefly, reading little, and
that only in Agriculture and English history. His
correspondence became necessarily extensive, and
with journalizing his agricultural proceedings, oc-
cupied most of his leisure hours within doors. On
the whole, his character was, in its mass, perfect, in
nothing bad, in few points indifferent; and it may
truly be said that never did nature and fortune com-
bine more perfectly to make a man great, and to
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place him in the same constellation with whatever
worthies have merited from man an everlasting re-
membrance. . . . For his was the singular destiny and
merit of leading the armies of his country successful-
ly thro’ an arduous war, for the establishment of its
independence, of conducting its councils thro’ the
birth of a government, new in its forms & principles,
until it had settled down into a quiet and orderly
train; and of scrupulously obeying the laws through
the whole of his career, civil and military, of which the
history of the world furnishes no other example.

. . . He was no monarchist from preference of
his judgment. The soundness of that gave him cor-
rect views of the rights of man, and his severe jus-
tice devoted him to them. He has often declared to
me that he considered our new constitution as an
experiment on the practicability of republican gov-
ernment, and with what dose of liberty man could be
trusted for his own good; that he was determined
the experiment should have a fair trial, and would
lose the last drop of his blood in support of it.

. . . I felt on his death, with my countrymen,
that “verily a great man hath fallen this day in Israel.”

George Wythe

To Peter Carr, Paris, August 10, 1787

I have received your two letters . . . and am happy to
find by them, as well as by letters from Mr. Wythe,
that you have been so fortunate as to attract his notice
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& good will: I am sure you will find this to have
been one of the most fortunate events of your life, as
I have ever been sensible it was of mine.

To John Saunderson, August 31, 1820

George Wythe was born about the year 1727 or
1728, of a respectable family in the county of Eliza-
beth city on the shores of the Chesapeake. He inher-
ited from his father a fortune sufficient for indepen-
dence & ease. He had not the benefit of a regular
education in the schools, but acquired a good one of
himself, and without assistance; insomuch, as to be-
come the best Latin and Greek scholar in the state.
It is said that while reading the Greek Testament,
his mother held an English one to aid him in ren-
dering the Greek text conformably with that. He
also acquired by his own reading a good knowledge
of Mathematics, of natural and moral philosophy.
He engaged in the study of the law under the direc-
tion of a Mr. Lewis of that profession, and went ear-
ly to the bar of the General Court, then occupied by
men of great ability, learning, & dignity in their pro-
fession. He soon became eminent among them, and,
in the process of time, the first at the bar, taking
into consideration his superior learning, correct elo-
cution, and logical style of reasoning; for in plead-
ing he never indulged himself with an useless or
declamatory thought or word; and became as distin-
guished by correctness and purity of conduct in his
profession, as he was by his industry & fidelity to
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those who employed him. He was early elected to
the House of Representatives, then called the House
of Burgesses, and continued in it until the revolu-
tion. On the first dawn of that, instead of higgling
on half way principles, as others did who feared to
follow their reason, he took his stand on the solid
ground that the only link of political union between
us and Great Britain was the identity of our Execu-
tive; that that nation and its parliament had no
more authority over us than we had over them, and
that we were co-ordinate nations with Great Britain
and Hanover. . . .

No man ever left behind him a character more
venerated than G. Wythe. His virtue was of the
purest tint; his integrity inflexible, and his justice
exact; of warm patriotism, and, devoted as he was to
liberty, and the natural and equal rights of man, he
might truly be called the Cato of his country, with-
out the avarice of the Roman; for a more disinterest-
ed person never lived. Temperance and regularity in
all his habits gave him general good health, and his
unaffected modesty and suavity of manners en-
deared him to every one. He was of easy elocution,
his language chaste, methodical in the arrangement
of his matter, learned and logical in the use of it, and
of great urbanity in debate; not quick of apprehen-
sion, but, with a little time, profound in penetration,
and sound in conclusion. In his philosophy he was
firm, and neither troubling, nor perhaps trusting,
any one with his religious creed, he left to the world
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to the conclusion, that that religion must be good
which could produce a life of such exemplary virtue.

His stature was of the middle size, well formed
and proportioned, and the features of his face were
manly, comely, and engaging. Such was George
Wythe, the honor of his own, and model of future
times.
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Thomas Jefferson Described by 
His Contemporaries

John Adams, Diary, October 25, 1775

[James] Duane says that Jefferson is the greatest
Rubber off of Dust that he has met with, that he has
learned French, Italian, Spanish and wants to learn
German.

John Adams, Autobiography, 1776 

(written in 1802)

Mr. Jefferson had been now about a Year a Member
of Congress, but had attended his Duty in the house
but a very small part of the time and when there had
never spoken in public: and during the whole Time I
sat with him in Congress, I never heard him utter
three Sentences together. The most of a Speech he
ever made in my hearing was a gross insult on Reli-
gion, in one or two Sentences, for which I gave him
immediately the Reprehension, which he richly mer-
ited. It will naturally be inquired, how it happened
that he was appointed on a Committee of such impor-
tance. There were more reasons than one. Mr. Jeffer-
son had the Reputation of a masterly Pen. He had
been chosen a Delegate in Virginia, in consequence of
a very handsome public Paper which he had written
for the house of Burgesses, which had given him the
Character of a fine Writer. Another reason was that
Mr. Richard Henry Lee was not beloved by the most



of his Colleagues, from Virginia, and Mr. Jefferson
was set up to rival and supplant him. This could be
done only by the Pen, for Mr. Jefferson could stand
no competition with him or any one else in Elocution
and public debate. . . . The Committee had several
meetings, in which were proposed the Articles of
which the declaration was to consist, and minutes
made of them. The Committee then appointed Mr.
Jefferson and me, to draw them up in form, and
clothe them in a proper Dress. The Sub Committee
met, and considered the Minutes, making such Ob-
servations on them as then occurred; when Mr. Jef-
ferson desired me to take them to my Lodgings and
make the Draft. This I declined and gave several rea-
sons for declining. 1. That he was a Virginian and I a
Massachusettsian. 2. that he was a southern Man and
I a northern one. 3. That I had been so obnoxious for
my early and constant Zeal in promoting the Mea-
sure, that any draft of mine, would undergo a more
severe Scrutiny and Criticism in Congress, than one
of his composition. 4thly and lastly and that would
be reason enough if there were no other, I had a great
Opinion of the Elegance of his pen and none at all of
my own. I therefore insisted that no hesitation should
be made on his part. He accordingly took the Minutes
and in a day or two produced to me his Draft.
Whether I made or suggested any corrections I re-
member not. The Report was made to the Committee
of five, by them examined, but whether altered or cor-
rected in any thing I cannot recollect. But in sub-
stance at least it was reported to Congress where,
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after a severe Criticism, and striking out several of the
most oratorical Paragraphs it was adopted on the
fourth of July 1776, and published to the World.

Jacob Rubsamen to Unknown, 

December 1, 1780

The Governor [i.e., Jefferson] possesses a Noble
Spirit of Building, he is now finishing an elegant
building projected according to his own fancy. In
his parlor he is creating on the Ceiling a Compass of
his own invention by which he can Know the
strength as well as Direction of the Winds. I have
promised to paint the Compass for it. . . . As all Vir-
ginians are fond of Music, he is particularly so. You
will find in his House an Elegant Harpsichord Pi-
ano forte and some Violins. The latter he performs
well upon himself, the former his Lady touches very
skillfully and who, is in all Respects a very agree-
able Sensible and Accomplished Lady.

The Marquis de Chastellux, Travels in North-
America, in the Years 1780, 1781, and 1782

Let me describe to you a man, not yet forty, tall, and
with a mild and pleasing countenance, but whose
mind and understanding are ample substitutes for
every exterior grace. An American, who without ever
having quitted his own country, is at once a musician,
skilled in drawing; a geometrician, an astronomer, a
natural philosopher, legislator, and statesman. A sen-
ator of America, who sat for two years in that famous
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Congress which brought about the revolution; and
which is never mentioned without respect, though
unhappily not without regret: a governor of Vir-
ginia, who filled this difficult station during the in-
vasions of Arnold, of Philips, and of Cornwallis; a
philosopher, in voluntary retirement, from the world,
and public business, because he loves them, inasmuch
only as he can flatter himself with being useful to
mankind; and the minds of his countrymen are not
yet in a condition either to bear the light, or to suffer
contradiction. A mild and amiable wife, charming
children, of whose education he himself takes charge,
a house to embellish, great provisions to improve, and
the arts and sciences to cultivate; these are what re-
main to Mr. Jefferson, after having played a princi-
pal character on the theater of the new world, and
which he preferred to the honorable commission of
Minister Plenipotentiary in Europe. The visit which
I made him was not unexpected, for he had long
since invited me to come and pass a few days with
him, in the center of the mountains; notwithstand-
ing which I found his first appearance serious, nay
even cold; but before I had been two hours with him
we were as intimate as if we had passed our whole
lives together; walking, books, but above all, a con-
versation always varied and interesting, always sup-
ported by that sweet satisfaction experienced by two
persons, who in communicating their sentiments
and opinions, are invariably in unison, and who un-
derstand each other at the first hint, made four days
pass away like so many minutes.
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Edmund Randolph to James Madison, Richmond,

September 20, 1782

Mrs. Jefferson has at last shaken off her tormenting
pains by yielding to them,* and has left our friend in-
consolable. I ever thought him to rank domestic hap-
piness in the first class of the chief good; but I
scarcely supposed, that his grief would be so violent,
as to justify the circulating report, of his swooning
away, whenever he sees his children.

*Martha Jefferson died on September 6, 1782.

James Madison to Edmund Randolph, 

September 30, 1782

I conceive very readily the affliction & anguish
which our friend at Monticello must experience at
his irreparable loss. But his philosophical temper
renders the circulating rumor which you mention
altogether incredible. Perhaps this domestic catas-
trophe may prove in its operation beneficial to his
country by weaning him from those attachments
which deprived it of his services. The vacancy occa-
sioned by his refusal of a particular service,* you
need not be informed, still subsists. As soon as his
sensibility will bear a subject of such a nature, will
you undertake to obtain his sentiments thereupon,
and let me know whether or not his aversion is still
insuperable?

*as a peace commissioner
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François Barbé de Marbois to Joseph-Matthais

Gérard de Rayneval, Philadelphia, 

August 24, 1784

Mr. Jefferson is an upright, just man, who belongs
to no party, and his representations will have the
greatest weight on the general Congress.

Abigail Adams to Cotton Tufts, March 8, 1785

Mr. Adams’s Colleague Mr. Jefferson is an Excel-
lent Man. Worthy of his station and will do honor to
his Country.

John Adams to Richard Cranch, Auteuil, France,

April 27, 1785

I shall part with Mr. Jefferson, with great Regret,
but as he will no doubt be placed at Versailles, I
shall be happy in a Correspondence of Friendship,
Confidence and Affection with the Minister at this
Court, which is a very fortunate Circumstance, both
for me, and the public.

John Quincy Adams, Diary, May 4, 1785

He is a man of great Judgment.

Abigail Adams to Mary Smith Cranch, May 8, 1785

I shall really regret to leave Mr. Jefferson, he is one
of the choice ones of the Earth.
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Abigail Adams to Thomas Jefferson, London, 

June 6, 1785

Mr. Adams has already written you that we arrived
in London upon the 27 of May. We journey’d slowly
and sometimes silently. I think I have somewhere
met with the observation that nobody ever leaves
Paris but with a degree of tristness. I own I was
loath to leave my garden because I did not expect to
find its place supplied. I was still more loath on ac-
count of the increasing pleasure, and intimacy which
a longer acquaintance with a respected Friend prom-
ised, to leave behind me the only person with whom
my Companion could associate with perfect freedom,
and unreserve: and whose place he had no reason to
expect supplied in the Land to which he is destined.

Abigail Adams to Mary Smith Cranch, London,

October 1, 1785

In Mr. Jefferson he [i.e., Adams] has a firm and faith-
ful Friend, with whom he can consult and advise, and
as each of them have no object but the good of their
Country in view, they have an unlimited confidence in
each other, and they have only to lament that the
Channel divides their more frequent intercourse.

The Marquis de Lafayette to James McHenry, Paris,

December 3, 1785

No better minister could be sent to France. He is
everything that is good, upright, enlightened, and
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clever, and is respected and beloved by everyone
that knows him.

John Adams to Henry Knox, London, 

December 15, 1785

You can Scarcely have heard a Character too high of
my Friend and Colleague Mr. Jefferson, either in
point of Power or Virtues. My Fellow Laborer in
Congress, eight or nine years ago, upon many ardu-
ous Trials, particularly in the draft of our Declaration
of Independence and in the formation of our Code of
Articles of War, and Laws for the Army. I have found
him uniformly the same wise and prudent Man and
Steady Patriot. I only fear that his unquenchable
Thirst for knowledge may injure his Health.

The Marquis de Lafayette to George Washington,

Paris, February 6, 1786

Words cannot sufficiently express to you how much
I am pleased with Mr. Jefferson’s public conduct—
He unites every ability that can recommend him
with the ministers, and at the time possesses accom-
plishments of the mind and the heart which cannot
but give him many friends.

Lucy Ludwell Paradise to Thomas Jefferson,

London, May 5, 1786

[Refers to Jefferson as] the First Character in Our
State, and I shall add, the First in the Continent of
North America.
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The Marquis de Lafayette to 

George Washington, Paris, 

October 26, 1786

Mr. Jefferson is a Most able and Respected Repre-
sentative, and Such a Man as Makes me Happy to Be
His Aid de Camp—Congress Have Made a choice
Very favorable to their affairs.

Alexander Donald to 

Thomas Jefferson, Richmond, 

November 12, 1787

Your old school Companion W[arner] Lewis, of
Warner Hall was here staying with me when I had
the pleasure of receiving your letter. It was so
Friendly, and so very Flattering to my Pride, that I
could not resist the vanity of showing it to him. He
added to my Pride, by declaring (what I was
pretty much convinced of before) that of all the
Men he ever knew in his Life, he believed you to
be the most sincere in your profession of Friend-
ship. I am free to say, that when we used to pass
some jovial days together at Hanover Town, I did
not then imagine, that at this time you would be
in Paris, Ambassador to the Court of Versailles.
Some People in your High Character would be
very apt to forget their old acquaintance, but you
are not, and I must be allowed to do myself the jus-
tice to declare, I never entertained an Idea that you
would.
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The Marquis de Lafayette to George Washington,

Paris, January 1, 1788

I am More and More pleased with Mr. Jefferson.
His abilities, His Virtues, His temper, Every thing
of Him Commands Respect and Attracts Affection.
He Enjoys Universal Regard, and does the Affairs
of America to perfection. It is the Happiest choice
that Could Be Made.

Gouverneur Morris to Robert Morris, Paris, 

July 21, 1789

An American Minster at this Court gains more than
he looses by preserving his Originality—for the
Rest, Mr. Jefferson lives well keeps a good Table
and excellent Wines which he distributes freely and
by his Hospitality to his Countrymen here possesses
very much their good Will.

Edmund Randolph, History of Virginia, 

post-1810

As yet Thomas Jefferson had not attained a marked
grade in politics. Until about the age of twenty-five
years he had pursued general science, with which he
mingled the law, as a profession, with an eager in-
dustry and unabated thirst. His manners could never
be harsh, but they were reserved toward the world
at large. To his intimate friends he showed a pecu-
liar sweetness of temper and by them was admired
and beloved. In mathematics and experimental
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philosophy, he was a proficient, assiduously taught
by Dr. Small of William and Mary College, whose
name was not concealed among the literati of Europe.
He panted after the fine arts and discovered a taste in
them not easily satisfied with such scanty means as
existed in a colony whose chief ambition looked to
the general system of education in England as the ul-
timate point of excellence. But it constituted a part of
Mr. Jefferson’s pride to run before the times in which
he lived. Prudent himself, he did not waste his re-
sources in gratifications to which they were incompe-
tent, but being an admirer of elegance and conve-
nience, and venerated by his contemporaries who
were within the scope of his example, he diffused a
style of living much more refined than that which
had been handed down to them by his and their an-
cestors. He had been ambitious to collect a library,
not merely amassing numbers of books, but distin-
guishing authors of merit and assembling them in
subordination to every art and science; and notwith-
standing losses by fire, this library was at this time
more happily calculated than any other private one to
direct to objects of utility and taste, to present to ge-
nius the scaffolding upon which its future eminence
might be built, and to reprove the restless appetite,
which is too apt to seize the mere gatherer of books.

The theories of human rights he had drawn
from Locke, Harrington, Sidney, English history,
and Montesquieu he had maturely investigated in
all their aspects, and was versed in the republican
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doctrines and effusions which conducted the first
Charles to the scaffold. With this fund of knowl-
edge, he was ripe for stronger measures than the
public voice was conceived to demand. But he had
not gained a sufficient ascendancy to quicken or re-
tard the progress of the popular current.

Indefatigable and methodical in whatever he
undertook, he spoke with ease, perspicuity, and ele-
gance. His style in writing was more impassioned,
and although often incorrect, was too glowing not to
be acquitted as venial to departures from rigid rules.
Without being an overwhelming orator, he was an
impressive speaker, who fixed the attention. On two
signal arguments before the General Court, in
which Mr. Henry and himself were coadjutors, each
characterized himself—Mr. Jefferson drew copiously
from the depths of the law. Mr. Henry from the re-
cesses of the human heart.

When Mr. Jefferson first attracted notice,
Christianity was directly denied in Virginia only by a
few. He was adept, however, in the ensnaring sub-
tleties of deism and gave it, among the rising genera-
tion, a philosophical patronage, which repudiates as
falsehoods things unsusceptible of strict demons-
tration. It is believed that while such tenets as are
in contempt of the Gospel inevitably terminate in
espousing the fullest latitude in religious freedom,
Mr. Jefferson’s love of liberty would itself have
produced the same effects. But his opinions against
restraints on conscience ingratiated him with the ene-
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mies of the establishment, who did not stop to inquire
how far those opinions might border on skepticism or
infidelity. Parties in religion and politics rarely scan
with nicety the peculiar private opinions of their ad-
herents.

When he entered upon the practice of the law,
he chose a residence, and traveled to a distance,
which enabled him to display his great literary en-
dowments and to establish advantageous connec-
tions among those classes of men who were daily
rising in weight.

Nathaniel Cutting, Diary, Cowes, England, 

October 12, 1789

I have found Mr. Jefferson a man of infinite infor-
mation and sound Judgment, becoming gravity, and
engaging affability mark his deportment. His general
abilities are such as would do honor to any age or
Country.

Benjamin Rush, Commonplace Book, 

March 17, 1790

Visited Mr. Jefferson on his way to New York. It
was the first time I saw him since his return from
France. He was plain in his dress and unchanged in
his manners. He still professed himself attached to
republican forms of government, and deplored the
change of opinion upon this subject in John Adams,
of whom he spoke with respect and affection as a
great and upright man.
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Abigail Adams to Mary Cranch, New York, 

April 3, 1790

Mr. Jefferson is here, and adds much to the social
circle.

James Madison to Edmund Randolph, New York,

May 6, 1790

Mr. Jefferson has been laid up near a week with his
periodical head-Ache which has been very severe.

William Maclay, Journal, May 24, 1790

Jefferson is a slender Man. Has rather the Air of
Stiffness in his Manner. His clothes seem too small
for him. He sits in a lounging Manner on One hip,
commonly, and with one of his shoulders elevated
much above the other. His face has a scrawny aspect.
His Whole figure has a loose shackling Air. He had a
rambling Vacant look & nothing of that firm collected
deportment which I expected would dignify the pres-
ence of a Secretary or Minister. I looked for gravity,
but a laxity of Manner, seemed shed about him. He
spoke almost without ceasing. But even his discourse
partook of his personal demeanor. It was lax & ram-
bling and Yet he scattered information wherever he
went, and some even brilliant sentiments sparkled
from him. The information which he gave Us re-
specting foreign Ministers &ca. was all high Spiced.
He has been long enough abroad to catch the tone of
European folly. He gave Us a sentiment which seemed
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to Savor rather of quaintness. “It is better to take the
highest of the lowest, than the lowest of the highest.”
Translation. It is better to appoint a chargé des af-
faires with an handsome Salary, than a Minister
Plenipotentiary with a small One. He took leave, and
the Committee agreed to strike out, the Specific Sum
to be given to any foreign appointment, leaving it to
the President to account, and appropriated $30,000
generally for the purpose.

Benjamin Rush, Sketches

He possessed a genius of the first order. It was uni-
versal in its objects. He was not less distinguished
for his political, than his mathematical and philo-
sophical knowledge. The objects of his benevolence
were as extensive as those of his knowledge. He was
not only the friend of his country, but of all nations
and religions. While Congress were deliberating
upon the measure of sending commissioners to
France I asked him what he thought of being one of
them. He said “he would go to hell to serve his
country.” He was afterwards elected a commissioner,
but declined at that time on account of the sickness
of his wife. He seldom spoke in Congress, but was a
member of all the important committees. He was the
penman of the Declaration of Independence. He
once showed me the original in his own hand writ-
ing. It contained a noble testimony against negro
slavery which was struck out in its passage through
Congress. He took notes of all the debates upon the
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Declaration of Independence, and the first Confed-
eration. He was said, at the time alluded to, to be
unfriendly to Christianity. It is possible this may be
true. His notes contain some expressions which
favour that opinion. In my conversation with him in
Philadelphia while he was Vice President he denied
the charge, and said he believed in the divine mis-
sion of the Saviour of the World, but he did not be-
lieve that he was the Son of God in the way in
which many Christians believed it. He said he be-
lieved further in the divine institution of the Sab-
bath, which he conceived to be a great blessing to
the world, more especially to poor people and
slaves. He believed likewise in the resurrection, and
a future state of rewards and punishments.

Ezra Stiles to Thomas Jefferson, Yale College, 

August 27, 1790

I am rejoiced that the United States are honored with
your Counsels and Abilities in the high Department
of the Secretary of State. This I say without Adula-
tion, who am a Spectator only and a most cordial
Friend to the Liberties and Glory of the American
Republic, though without the least Efficiency or In-
fluence in its Councils. There are four Characters
which I cannot flatter; their Merit is above it. Such
are those of a Franklin, an Adams, an Ellsworth, a
Jefferson and a Washington. I glory in them all; I re-
joice that my Country is happy in their useful Labors.
And for yourself I can only wish, that when that best
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of Men, the present President [George Washington],
shall be translated to the World of Light, a Jefferson
may succeed him in the Presidency of the United
States. Forgive me this Effusion of the Sentiments of
sincere Respect and Estimation.

Oliver Wolcott, Jr. to Oliver Wolcott, Sr.,

Philadelphia, February 14, 1792

Mr. J. appears to have shown rather too much of a
disposition to cultivate vulgar prejudice; according-
ly he will become popular in ale houses, and will do
much mischief to his country by exciting apprehen-
sions that the government will operate unfavorably.

Alexander Hamilton to Edward Carrington,

Philadelphia, May 26, 1792

If I were disposed to promote Monarchy & overthrow
State Governments, I would mount the hobby horse
of popularity—I would cry out usurpation—danger
to liberty &c. &c.—I would endeavor to prostrate
the National Government—raise a ferment—and
then “ride in the Whirlwind and direct the Storm.”
That there are men acting with Jefferson & Madi-
son who have this in view I verily believe. I could
lay my finger on some of them. That Madison does
not mean it I also verily believe, and I rather believe
the same of Jefferson; but I read him upon the
whole thus—“A man of profound ambition & violent
passions.”
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“Catullus” No. III (Alexander Hamilton), 

Gazette of the United States,

September 29, 1792

Mr. Jefferson has hitherto been distinguished as the
quiet modest, retiring philosopher—as the plain sim-
ple unambitious republican. He shall not now for the
first time be regarded as the intriguing incendiary—
the aspiring turbulent competitor.

How long it is since that gentleman’s real
character may have divined, or whether this is only
the first time that the secret has been disclosed, I am
not sufficiently acquainted with the history of his
political life to determine; But there is always “a
first time,” when characters studious of artful dis-
guises are unveiled; When the visor of stoicism is
plucked from the brow of the Epicurean; when the
plain garb of Quaker simplicity is stripped from the
concealed voluptuary; when Caesar coyly refusing
the proffered diadem, is seen to be Caesar rejecting
the trappings, but tenaciously grasping the sub-
stance of imperial domination.

Alexander Hamilton to Charles Cotesworth

Pinckney, Philadelphia, October 10, 1792

[It would be unfortunate if Jefferson would defeat
Adams as Vice President.] That Gentleman [Jeffer-
son] whom I once very much esteemed, but who
does not permit me to retain that sentiment for him,
is certainly a man of sublimated and paradoxical
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imagination—entertaining & propagating notions
inconsistent with dignified and orderly Government.

Alexander Hamilton to John Steele, Philadelphia,

October 15, 1792

There was a time when I should have balanced be-
tween Mr. Jefferson & Mr. Adams; but I now view
the former as a man of sublimated & paradoxical
imagination—cherishing notions incompatible with
regular and firm government.

Benjamin Rush, Commonplace Book, 1793

The whole of Mr. Jefferson’s conversation on all sub-
jects is instructing. He is wise without formality, and
maintains a consequence without pomp or distance.

James Madison to James Monroe, Orange, Va.,

September 29, 1796

His enemies are as indefatigable as they are malig-
nant.

From Alexander Hamilton to Unknown, New York,

November 8, 1796

Our excellent President, as you have seen, has de-
clined a reelection. ’Tis all-important to our country
that his successor shall be a safe man. But it is far
less important who of many men that may be named
shall be the person, than that it shall not be Jeffer-
son. We have every thing to fear if this man comes
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in, and from what I believe to be an accurate view of
our political map I conclude that he has too good a
chance of success, and that good calculation, pru-
dence, and exertion were never more necessary to
the Federal cause than at this very juncture. All per-
sonal and partial considerations must be discarded,
and every thing must give way to the great object of
excluding Jefferson.

John Nicholas to George Washington, 

Charlottesville, Va., February 22, 1798

I do now know him to be one of the most artful, in-
triguing, industrious and double-faced politicians in
all America.

Tadeuz Kosciuszko to Thomas Jefferson 

[July 15–August 5, 1798]

You may rely upon my partiality towards America
that I will do everything in my power to prevent a
war so injurious to both republics, and in that re-
spect you will be my Star that will guide my en-
deavors as you are a True American Patriot, and so
disinterested a man who chose only the happiness of
your own Country.

Robert Troup to Rufus King, New York, 

October 2, 1798

On his return home from the last sitting of Con-
gress, [Jefferson] was indiscreet enough to accept of
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the honor of a public entertainment in Virginia on a
Sunday. This fact has been trumpeted from one end
of the continent to the other as an irrefragable proof
of his contempt for the Christian religion and his
devotion to the new religion of France. It has made
an impression much to his prejudice in the Middle
and Eastern States.

Charles Carroll of Carrollton to Alexander Hamilton,

Annapolis, April 18, 1800

We have strange reports circulated among us re-
specting the prevalence of Jacobinical principles in
your State; it is asserted with confidence by the an-
tifederal party here, that all your electors will vote for
Mr. Jefferson as President; if such an event should
really happen, it is probable he will be chosen; of
such a choice the consequences to this country may
be dreadful. Mr. Jefferson is too theoretical & fanciful
a statesman to direct with steadiness & prudence the
affairs of this extensive & growing confederacy; he
might safely try his experiments, without much
inconvenience, in the little Republic of St. Marino,
but his fantastic tricks would dissolve this Union.
Perhaps the miseries of France & more especially the
Government of Buonaparte may have weaned him
from his predilection for revolutions. I once saw a let-
ter of his, in which among several others was con-
tained this strange sentiment “that to preserve the
liberties of a people, a revolution once in a century
was necessary.” A man of this way of thinking, surely
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may be said to be fond of revolutions; yet possibly
were he the chief Magistrate he might not wish for a
revolution during his presidency.

Alexander Hamilton to Governor John Jay, 

New York, May 7, 1800

[Proposing a new method of electing New York’s
presidential electors that would divide them between
Jefferson and Adams] In observing this, I shall not
be supposed to mean that any thing ought to be
done which integrity will forbid—but merely that
the scruples of delicacy and propriety, as relative to a
common course of things, ought to yield to the ex-
traordinary nature of the crisis. They ought not to
hinder the taking of a legal and constitutional step,
to prevent an Atheist in Religion and a Fanatic in
politics from getting possession of the helm of the
State.

Timothy Pickering to George Cabot, Philadelphia,

June 16, 1800

[In a conversation between President Adams and
James McHenry, Adams said] “Mr. Jefferson is an
infinitely better man, a wiser one I am sure; and, if
President, will act wisely. I know it, and would
sooner be Vice-President under him, or even minis-
ter resident at the Hague, than be indebted to such
a being as Hamilton for the Presidency.” . . .

[In another conversation between President
Adams and Timothy Pickering, Pickering] remarked
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that I supposed Mr. Jefferson to be a very learned
man, “but certainly he is a very visionary man.” The
President answered, “Why, yes, he has a certain
kind of learning in philosophy, &c., but very little of
that which is necessary for a statesman.”

Arthur Fenner’s Report of a Conversation 

with Alexander Hamilton, Newport, R.I., 

June 25–26, 1800

[Hamilton said] Mr. Jefferson was a man of no
judgment; he could write a pretty book.

Oliver Wolcott, Jr., to Fisher Ames, Washington,

August 10, 1800

It is probable that Mr. Jefferson’s conduct would
be frequently whimsical and undignified; that he
would affect the character of a philosopher; that he
would countenance quacks, impostors, and projec-
tors; that he would cultivate and increase our na-
tional prejudices, and so relax the principles of gov-
ernment as greatly to impair its utility as a bond of
internal union and bulwark against foreign influ-
ence. He would certainly change all the principal of-
ficers of government, or rather there is no one of the
gentlemen now in office who would serve under
him. How their places would be supplied I cannot
conjecture, but I know of no individuals of his party
in whom are united the indispensable qualifications
of character, talents, industry, experience, and in-
tegrity.
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Chauncey Goodrich to Oliver Wolcott, Jr., Hartford,

August 26, 1800

Among all the good people of the state, there is a
horrid idea of Mr. Jefferson. The clergy abominate
him on account of his atheistical creed.

Fisher Ames to Rufus King, Dedham, Mass.,

September 24, 1800

His irreligion, wild philosophy and gimmickery in
politics are never mentioned [by John Adams]. On
the contrary the great man has been known to speak
of him with much regard, and an affected indigna-
tion at the charge of irreligion, asking what has that
to do with the public and adding that he is a good
patriot, citizen and father.

George Cabot to Alexander Hamilton, Brookline,

Mass., October 11, 1800

Dr. [Timothy] Dwight is here stirring us up to op-
pose the Demon of Jacobinism.

Gouverneur Morris, Diary, December 11, 1800

It seems to be the general opinion that Colonel Burr
will be chosen President by the House of Represen-
tatives. Many of them think it highly dangerous
that Mr. Jefferson should, in the present crisis, be
placed in that office. They consider him as a theo-
retic man, who would bring the National Govern-
ment back to something like the old Confederation.
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Mr. Nicholay comes today, and to him I state it as
the opinion, not of light and fanciful but of serious
and considerable men, that Burr must be preferred
to Jefferson. He is, as I supposed, much wounded at
this information.

John Marshall to Alexander Hamilton, Washington,

January 1, 1801

I received this morning your letter of the 26th of
December. It is I believe certain that Jefferson &
Burr will come to the house of representatives with
equal votes. The returns have been all received &
this is the general opinion.

Being no longer in the house of representa-
tives & consequently compelled by no duty to decide
between them, my own mind had scarcely deter-
mined to which of these gentlemen the preference
was due. To Mr. Jefferson whose political character
is better known than that of Mr. Burr, I have felt al-
most insuperable objections. His foreign prejudices
seem to me totally to unfit him for the chief magis-
tracy of a nation which cannot indulge those preju-
dices without sustaining debt & permanent injury.
In addition to this solid & immovable objection Mr.
Jefferson appears to me to be a man who will em-
body himself with the house of representatives. By
weakening the office of President he will increase
his personal power. He will diminish his responsi-
bility, sap the fundamental principles of the govern-
ment & become the leader of that party which is
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about to constitute the majority of the legislature.
The morals of the Author of the letter to Mazzei
cannot be pure.

William Fitzhugh to Samuel Blachley 

Webb, Geneva, January 12, 1801

I will, nevertheless, venture to observe that as the is-
sue of this late electioneering struggle has been the
choice of Thomas Jefferson for our President, and
as this choice is made by a majority of our country-
men, I am content, the more so, as I believe he will
make a good President, and grievously disappoint
the most violent of his partisans. Mr. Jefferson is a
man of too much virtue and good sense to attempt
any material change in a system which was adopted
by our late beloved Washington, and has been since
steadily pursued by Mr. Adams, and which has pre-
served our country in peace and prosperity for 12
years, during which period almost the whole civi-
lized world has been deluged in blood, and this too
in defiance of the repeated attempts of France & En-
gland by open threats and secret intrigues to draw
us into the vortex of their ruinous convulsions.

Alexander Hamilton to James A. Bayard, 

New York, January 16, 1801

Perhaps myself the first, at some expense of populari-
ty, to unfold the true character of Jefferson, it is too
late for me to become his apologist. Nor can I have
any disposition to do it. I admit that his politics are
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tinctured with fanaticism, that he is too much in
earnest in his democracy, that he has been a mischie-
vous enemy to the principal measures of our past ad-
ministration, that he is crafty & persevering in his
objects, that he is not scrupulous about the means of
success, nor very mindful of truth, and that he is a
contemptible hypocrite. But it is not true as is alleged
that he is an enemy to the power of the Executive, or
that he is for confounding all the powers in the
House of Representatives. It is a fact which I have
frequently mentioned that while we were in the ad-
ministration together he was generally for a large
construction of the Executive authority, & not back-
ward to act upon it in cases which coincided with his
views. Let it be added, that in his theoretic Ideas he
has considered as improper the participation of the
Senate in the Executive Authority. I have more than
once made the reflection that viewing himself as the
reversioner, he was solicitous to come into possession
of a Good Estate. Nor is it true that Jefferson is
zealot enough to do anything in pursuance of his
principles which will contravene his popularity, or
his interest. He is as likely as any man I know to
temporize—to calculate what will be likely to promote
his own reputation and advantage; and the probable
result of such a temper is the preservation of systems,
though originally opposed, which being once estab-
lished, could not be overturned without danger to the
person who did it. To my mind a true estimate of Mr.
J’s character warrants the expectation of a temporiz-
ing rather than a violent system. That Jefferson has
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manifested a culpable predilection for France is cer-
tainly true; but I think it a question whether it did not
proceed quite as much from her popularity among us,
as from sentiment, and in proportion as that popular-
ity is diminished his zeal will cool. Add to this that
there is no fair reason to suppose him capable of be-
ing corrupted, which is a security that he will not go
beyond certain limits. It is not at all improbable that
under the change of circumstances Jefferson’s Galli-
cism has considerably abated.

Gouverneur Morris to Alexander Hamilton,

Washington, January 26, 1801

They [the Federalist members of the House of Repre-
sentatives] consider Mr. J. as infected with all the cold
blooded Vices and as particularly dangerous from the
false Principles of Government which he has imbibed.

Abigail Adams to Mary Cranch, Washington,

February 7, 1801

Have we any claim to the favour or protection of
Providence, when we have against warning admoni-
tion and advice Chosen as our chief Magistrate a
man who makes no pretensions to the belief of an all
wise and supreme Governor of the World, ordering
or directing or overruling the events which take
place in it? I do not mean that he is an Atheist, for I
do not think he is—but he believes Religion only
useful as it may be made a political Engine, and that
the outward forms are only, as I once heard him
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express himself—mere Mummery. In short, he is not
a believer in the Christian system—The other [i.e.,
Aaron Burr] if he is more of a believer, has more to
answer for, because he has grossly offended against
those doctrines by his practice.

Such are the Men whom we are like to have as
our Rulers. Whether they are given us in wrath to
punish us for our sins and transgressions, the Events
will disclose—But if ever we saw a day of darkness,
I fear this is one which will be visible until kindled
into flames.

Manasseh Cutler to his son Ephraim Cutler, Beverly,

Mass., March 21, 1801

What events are to follow the new order of things
time will disclose. Jefferson’s speech, though a
mixed medley of Jacobinism, Republicanism, and
Federalism, of religion and atheism, of sentiments
consistent and inconsistent with the constitution of
an energetic government, yet it is extremely smooth,
and must be highly popular with the people at
large. There is a fair opening, and I think a hope,
that he may prove a prudent man, and, though the
next Congress will have a majority of Jacobins, the
administration may not be greatly changed. I did
wish that Burr might be elected, I now think it for-
tunate that Jefferson is chosen. If he pursues a wise
and prudent tone of conduct, he will have a hornet’s
nest of Jacobins about his ears, and be stung by the
insects he has been so long hatching. He will never
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make a Bonaparte; but Burr’s unbounded ambition,
courage and perseverance would prompt him to be a
Bonaparte, a King, and an Emperor, or any thing
else which might place him at the head of the na-
tion. Nothing but a revolution can effect this, and
nothing will produce a revolution at present unless
Jefferson abandons the Federalists, and pursues all
the wild, demoralizing schemes of the Jacobins. I
spent a considerable time lately with Timothy Pick-
ering, Esq. It is his decided opinion, who knows
Jefferson well, that he will make no great strides
from the old administration, and will look more to
the Federalists than to Jacobins for his support.

Theodore Sedgwick to Rufus King, Stockbridge,

Mass., May 24, 1801

Jefferson was believed to be a sincere Democrat—
hostile to the principles of our Constitution, and the
measures of the administration—desirous of con-
forming in practice to the imbecile principles of the
old confederation, a confederation whose measures
would be directed by the arrogance of Virginia aided
by those states which looked up to her with servile
submission. It was believed that he had given evi-
dence of an entire devotion to France under every
form of her government, and that under the domin-
ion of this political passion, aided by a rancorous ha-
tred to Great Britain, he might involve the country
in war with the latter, & what is worse form an inti-
mate and subordinate connection with the former.
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Robert Troup to Rufus King, New York, 

May 27, 1801

Jefferson’s inaugural speech has had a wonderful
lullaby effect. I do not apprehend the serious mis-
chiefs from his administration that have been fore-
told; but my opinion is, that it will be the little
contemptible thing that grows of a trimming sys-
tem and a studied adherence to popular notions.
Hamilton is persuaded that neither Jefferson nor
his friends have sufficient skill or patriotism to
conduct the political vessel in the tempestuous sea
of liberty.

Fisher Ames to John Rutledge, Dedham, Mass., 

July 30, 1801

Mr. Jefferson’s removals and appointments afford
proof enough of the quo animo* he administers the
government. They present a most singular confuta-
tion of the puritanism with which his party sought
office, and a noiseless efficient instrument of expos-
ing the party to the world. A prevailing party
should forbid their chief pen & ink, especially if he
is a scribbler by trade and vain of his writing. Tom
Payne has said that nobody could write a man down
who was up but himself. The two Toms are strong
illustrations that the fellow, so often in the wrong,
was for once in the right.

*the real intentions
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Robert Troup to Rufus King, New York, 

April 9, 1802

Jefferson is the supreme director of measures—he
has no levee days—observes no ceremony—often
sees company in an undress, sometimes with his
slippers on—always accessible to, and very familiar
with, the sovereign people.

William Plumer, Memorandum, 

November 10, 1804

I found the President dressed better than I ever saw
him at any time when I called on a morning visit.
Though his coat was old & threadbare, his scarlet
vest, his corduroy small cloths, & his white cotton
hose, were new & clean—but his linen was much
soiled, & his slippers old—His hair was cropt &
powdered.

John Quincy Adams, Diary, March 4, 1805

The President previously delivered an inaugural ad-
dress, in so low a voice that not half of it was heard
by any part of the crowded auditory.

Manasseh Cutler to Jonathan Stokes, Hamilton,

Mass., May 15, 1805

The democratic notions which have so unfortunately
divided the people in this country, and led them off
from the true federal principles (the only principles
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on which a free government can exist), threaten us
with the same issue as in France. We are progressing
rapidly to a despotic government, and the democratic
Mr. Jefferson will probably be our first Emperor.
The plant of freedom is withering in this country,
and “Crown Imperial” will occupy the ground.

Timothy Pickering to Manasseh Cutler, Washington,

March 8, 1806

John Randolph has repeated in public the reproaches
which, with closed doors, he had uttered against our
noble President, who is, indeed, a most miserable vi-
sionary in politics, and ridiculously credulous in all
things, even in his favorite pursuit, Natural History. I
do not think any Federalists view him with more con-
tempt than many of his own adherents.

He is evidently fast sinking into contempt;
and, before his term expires (going on as of late), he
will be glad to seek refuge in Carter’s or any other
mountain, not from an enemy, but from the scorn of
the whole American world.

William Plumer, Memorandum, 

March 16, 1806

The more critically & impartially I examine the char-
acter & conduct of Mr. Jefferson the more favorably
I think of his integrity. I am really inclined to think I
have done him injustice in not allowing him more
credit for the integrity of heart that he possesses.
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A city appears very different when viewed from
different positions—& so it is with man. Viewed
in different situations—different times—places—
circumstances—relations & with different disposi-
tions, the man thus examined appears unlike him-
self. My object is truth—I write for myself—I wish
not—I am determined not—to set down ought in
malice, or to diminish anything from the fact.

The result of my investigation is that Mr. Jef-
ferson has as much honesty & integrity as men in
the higher grades of society usually have—& in-
deed I think more. He is a man of science. But he is
very credulous—he knows little of the nature of
man—very little indeed. He has travelled the tour of
Europe—he has been Minister at Versailles. He has
had great opportunities to know man. He has much
knowledge of books—of insects—of shells & of all
that charms a virtuoso—but he knows not the hu-
man heart. He is a closet politician—but not a prac-
tical statesman. He has much fine sense but little of
that plain common sense so requisite to business—
& which in fact governs the world.

These observations on his character are founded
on facts that have fallen within my own View.

An infidel in religion—but in every thing else
credulous to a fault!

Alas man is himself a contradiction! I do not
however mean to insinuate that Mr. Jefferson is a
model of goodness. He has too much cunning. Still I
repeat the errors of his administration proceed more
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often from the head than the heart. They partake
more of credulity than of wickedness. Examine his
whole life with a view to this fact & you will meet
with proof in almost every official act.

Permit me to mention that no one circum-
stance tended so much to his elevation as the great
confidence General Washington reposed in him.
Washington did this with a full & perfect knowl-
edge of him. They were both Virginians. His con-
duct during & after the Revolution was known to
Washington. And although Jefferson was publicly
opposed to the adoption of the Constitution of the
United States yet Genl. Washington when called to
administer the government gave to Mr. Jefferson
the most important confidential office under him,
that of Secretary of State. This office Mr. Jefferson
held as long as he wished. Mr. Washington did not
withdraw his confidence from him while in office.
The approbation of Washington, under these cir-
cumstances, is honorable.

I do not myself so implicitly yield to the opin-
ion of Mr. Washington as some men do. Still I think
his approbation is worthy of great notice. It renders
popular, the man on whom it has been conferred, to
a certain extent. . . .

Mr. Jefferson is too timid—too irresolute—too
fickle—he wants nerve—he wants firmness & reso-
lution. A wavering doubtful hesitating mind joined
with credulity is oftentimes as injurious to the na-
tion as a wicked depraved heart.
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William Plumer, Memorandum, 

December 11, 1806

General [Stephen R.] Bradley, of the State, said to me
this day, “That it was time to have some other man
president—That Mr. Jefferson’s influence in Con-
gress was irresistible—that it was alarming—That if
he should recommend to us to repeal the Gospels of
the Evangelist, a majority of Congress would do it.”

William Plumer, Memorandum, 

December 27, 1806

It appears to me that Mr. Jefferson is growing hard
of hearing—that deafness is approaching upon him.
I observed him several times to bend his head to
listen—& he inquired what I had said. Age has some
effect upon him.

He always renders his company easy & agree-
able. His table was well furnished—good dinner—
rich & various dessert—but his wine, except Madeira
& Hermitage, not good.

Joseph Story to Samuel P. P. Fay, 

Washington, May 30, 1807

Jefferson is tall and thin, of a sallow complexion,
with a fine, intelligent eye. Dr. M. yesterday intro-
duced me, and we spent a half hour with him, in
which time he conversed in a very easy, correct, and
pleasant style. His language is peculiarly appropriate,
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and his manner very unaffected. The negligence of
his dress a little surprised me. He received us in his
slippers, and wore old-fashioned clothes, which
were not in the nicest order, or of the most elegant
kind; a blue coat, white worked cassimere waistcoat
and corduroy breeches (I beg your pardon, I mean
small clothes) constituted his dress. You know Vir-
ginians have some pride in appearing in simple ha-
biliments, and are willing to rest their claim to at-
tention upon their force of mind and suavity of
manners. The President is a little awkward in his
first address, but you are immediately at ease in his
presence. His manners are inviting and not uncourt-
ly; and his voice flexible and distinct. He bears the
marks of intense thought and perseverance in his
countenance. . . . I visited him again this morning in
company with Mr. Madison, at whose house I
breakfasted, and conversed with him upon politics
in a perfectly familiar manner. His smile is very en-
gaging and impresses you with cheerful frankness.
His familiarity, however, is tempered with great
calmness of manner and with becoming propriety.
Open to all, he seems willing to stand the test of in-
quiry, and to be weighed in the balance only by his
merit and attainments. You may measure if you
please, and cannot easily misjudge. On the whole, I
confess he appears to me a clear and intelligent man,
ready and discriminating, but more formed by philo-
sophical reflection, than by rapid, enterprising, over-
bearing genius. If he chooses, he cannot fail to please.
If he cannot awe, he will not sink into neglect. The
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current of his thoughts is gentle and uniform, un-
broken by the torrent of eloquence, and unruffled by
the fervor of vivid internal flame. Take this passing
sketch and color it to your own fancy.

Joseph Story, Autobiography

Mr. Jefferson has imputed mainly to me the repeal
of the embargo, in a letter to which I have already
alluded, and has stigmatized me on this account
with the epithet of “pseudo-republican.” “Pseudo-
republican” of course, I must be; as every one was
in Mr. Jefferson’s opinion, who dared to venture
upon a doubt of his infallibility.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

September 1807

Jefferson resigned his office as Secretary of State
and retired, and his friends said he had struck a
great stroke to obtain the presidency. . . . The whole
anti-Federal party at that time considered this re-
tirement as a sure and certain step towards the sum-
mit of the pyramid and, accordingly, represented
him as unambitious, unavaricious, and perfectly dis-
interested in all parts of all the states in the union.
When a man has one of the two greatest parties in a
nation interested in representing him to be disinter-
ested, even those who believe it to be a lie will re-
peat it so often to one another that at last they will
seem to believe it to be true. Jefferson has succeed-
ed; and multitudes are made to believe that he is
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pure benevolence; that he desires no profit; that he
wants no patronage; that if you will only let him
govern, he will rule only to make the people happy.
But you and I know him to be an intriguer.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

April 18, 1808

Mr. Jefferson has reason to reflect upon himself.
How he will get rid of his remorse in his retirement,
I know not. He must know that he leaves the gov-
ernment infinitely worse than he found it, and that
from his own error or ignorance. I wish his tele-
scopes and mathematical instruments, however, may
secure his felicity. But if I have not mismeasured his
ambition, he will be uneasy and the sword will cut
away the scabbard. As he has, however, a good taste
for letters and an ardent curiosity for science, he
may, and I hope will, find amusement and con-
solation from them; for I have no resentment against
him, though he has honored and salaried almost
every villain he could find who had been an enemy
to me.

The General Republican Committee of the City and

County of New York to Thomas Jefferson, 

September 16, 1809

We reluctantly parted with you as President. In the
difficult situation of our Country, it was honestly
wished to continue the aid of your wisdom, experi-
ence and tried integrity. We felt towards you the
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affection of a child to a parent, and, the moment of
political separation was painful in the extreme. Your
reasons nevertheless convinced us of the propriety
of your retirement, and the election of your friend as
a successor, produces at this moment our greatest
consolation.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

October 25, 1809

There has never been the smallest interruption of
the personal friendship between me and Mr. Jef-
ferson that I know of. You should remember that
Jefferson was but a boy to me. I was at least ten
years older than him in age and more than twenty
years older than him in politics. I am bold to say I
was his preceptor in politics and taught him every-
thing that has been good and solid in his whole
political conduct. I served with him on many com-
mittees of Congress, in which we established some
of the most important regulations of the army &c.,
&c., &c.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

June 21, 1811

[In speaking of the “masters of the theatrical exhibi-
tions of politics”] We whigs attempted somewhat of
the kind. The Declaration of Independence I always
considered as a theatrical show. Jefferson ran away
with all the stage effect of that . . . and all the glory
of it.
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James Madison to Albert Gallatin, Montpelier, Vt.,

September 14, 1811

We are just setting out on a visit for two or three
days to Monticello. Mr. Jefferson was with us a
week or two ago, and seemed to enjoy good health,
with the exception of a troublesome rheumatic af-
fliction near the hip.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

December 25, 1811

[In speaking of Jefferson and Benjamin Rush] I be-
lieve you both to mean well to mankind and your
country. I might suspect you both to sacrifice a little to
the infernal gods, and perhaps unconsciously to suffer
your judgments to be a little swayed by a love of
popularity and possibly by a little spice of ambition.

Benjamin Rush to John Adams, Philadelphia,

February 17, 1812

I rejoice in the correspondence which has taken
place between you and your old friend Mr. Jeffer-
son. I consider you and him as the North and South
Poles of the American Revolution. Some talked,
some wrote, and some fought to promote and estab-
lish it, but you and Mr. Jefferson thought for us all.

John Adams to Benjamin Rush, 

December 27, 1812

On the 16th January 1804, I wrote to a correspon-
dent, “I wish Jefferson no ill; I envy him not. I
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shudder at the calamities which I fear his conduct is
preparing for his country, from a mean thirst of
popularity, an inordinate ambition, and a want of
sincerity.”

John Marshall to Joseph Story, Richmond, Mass.,

July 13, 1821

For Mr. Jefferson’s opinion as respects this depart-
ment [the judiciary] it is not difficult to assign the
cause. He is among the most ambitious, & I suspect
among the most unforgiving of men. His great power
is over the mass of the people & this power is chiefly
acquired by professions of democracy. Every check
on the wild impulse of the moment is a check on his
own power, & he is unfriendly to the source from
which it flows. He looks, of course, with ill will at an
independent judiciary.

That in a free country with a written constitu-
tion, any intelligent man should wish a dependent
judiciary, or should think that the constitution is not
a law for the court as well as the legislature, would
astonish me if I had not learnt from observation
that, with many men, the judgment is completely
controlled by the passions.

John Marshall to Joseph Story, Richmond, 

September 18, 1821

[Jefferson is referred to as] the great Lama of the
mountains.
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John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, Quincy, 

Mass., July 12, 1822

I hope one day your letters will be all published in
volumes; they will not always appear Orthodox, or
liberal in politics; but they will exhibit a Mass of
Taste, Sense, Literature and Science, presented in a
sweet simplicity and a neat elegance of Style, which
will be read with delight in future ages.

John Quincy Adams, Diary, May 23, 1824

Mr. Hay spoke, as he always does, with extreme bit-
terness of Mr. Jefferson, whom he declares to be one
of the most insincere men in the world.

Daniel Webster, Notes of Conversation with 

Thomas Jefferson, 1824

Mr. Jefferson is now between eighty-one & eighty-
two, above six feet high, of an ample long frame,
rather thin & spare. His head, which is not peculiar
in its shape, is set rather forward on his shoulders,
& his neck being long, there is, when he is walking
or conversing, an habitual protrusion of it. It is still
well covered with hair, which having been once
red, & now turning grey, is of an indistinct sandy
color. His eyes are small, very light, & now neither
brilliant, nor striking. His chin is rather long, but
not pointed, his nose small, regular in its outline, &
the nostrils a little elevated. His mouth is well
formed, & still filled with teeth; it is generally

484 his contemporaries on jefferson



his contemporaries on jefferson 485

strongly compressed, bearing an expression of con-
tentment & benevolence. His complexion formerly
light, & freckled, now bears the marks of age & cu-
taneous affection. His limbs are uncommonly long,
his hands & feet very large, & his wrists of a most
extraordinary size. His walk is not precise & mili-
tary, but easy & swinging; he stoops a little, not so
much from age, as from natural formation. When
sitting he appears short, partly from a rather loung-
ing habit of sitting, & partly from the disproportion-
ate length of his limbs. His dress when in the house,
is a grey surtout coat, kerseymere buff waistcoat,
with an under one faced with some material of a
dingy red. His pantaloons are very long, loose, & of
the same color as his coat. His stockings are woolen,
either white or grey, & his shoes of the kind that
bear his name. His whole dress is neglected but not
slovenly. He wears a common round hat. He wears
when on horseback a grey strait bodiced coat, & a
spencer of the same material, both fastened with
large pearl buttons. When we first saw him he was
riding, & in addition to the above, wore round his
throat a knit white woolen tippet, in the place of a
cravat, & black velvet gaiters under his pantaloons.

His general appearance indicates an extraordi-
nary degree of health, vivacity, & spirit. His sight is
still good, for he needs glasses only in the evening,
his hearing is generally good, but a number of voices
in animated conversation, confuses it.

Mr. J. rises in the morning, as soon as he can
see the hands of his clock (which is directly opposite



his bed) & examines his thermometer immediately,
as he keeps a regular meteorological diary. He em-
ploys himself chiefly in writing till breakfast, which
is at nine. From that time till dinner, he is in his li-
brary, excepting that in fair weather he rides on
horseback from seven to fourteen miles. Dines at
four, returns to the drawing room at six, when cof-
fee is brought in, & passes the evening, till nine in
conversation. His habit of retiring at that hour is so
strong, that it has become essential to his health &
comfort. His diet is simple, but he seems restrained
only by his tastes. His breakfast is tea & coffee,
bread, of which he does not seem afraid, although it
is always fresh from the oven, with sometimes a
slight accompaniment of cold meat.

He enjoys his dinner well, taking with meat a
large proportion of vegetables. He has a strong pref-
erence for the wines of the Continent, of which he has
many sorts of excellent quality, having been more
than commonly successful in his mode of importing,
& preserving them. Among others we found the fol-
lowing, which are very rare in this country, & appar-
ently not at all injured by transportation. L’Ednau,
Muscat, Samian, & Blanchette de Limoux. Dinner is
served in half Virginian, half French style, in good
taste & abundance. No wine is put on the table till
the cloth is removed.

In conversation, Mr. J. is easy & natural, & ap-
parently not ambitious; it is not loud as challenging
general attention, but usually addressed to the per-
son next him. The topics when not selected to suit
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the character & feelings of his auditor, are those
subjects with which his mind seems particularly
occupied, & these at present, may be said to be Sci-
ence & Letters, & especially the University of Vir-
ginia, which is coming into existence almost entirely
from his exertions, & will rise it is to be hoped, to
usefulness & credit under his continued care. When
we were with him, his favorite subjects were Greek
& Anglo-Saxon, & historical recollections of the
times & events of the Revolution & of his residence
in France, from 1783–4 to 89.

Daniel Webster to Jeremiah Mason, Washington,

December 29, 1824

At Mr. Jefferson’s, we remained five days. This was
something longer than our intention, but there
came rains, which prevented our departure. Mr. Jef-
ferson is a man of whom one may form a very just
account, as to person & manners, from description,
& pictures. We met him in the road, & I knew him
at once, although he was on horseback, & something
straighter, & freer from the debility of age, than I
had expected. We found him uniformly pleasant, so-
cial & interesting. He talked less of present things
than might be expected, although in the intercourse
with gentlemen under his own roof, he did not keep
back his opinions, on men or things. But if I were to
say what appeared to be the leading topics, with
him, & those to which his mind habitually turned
itself, I should mention three—early anecdotes of
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Revolutionary times—French society—politics—&
literature, such as they were when he was in France—
and Genl. Literature, & the Va. University.

On these three general topics he has much to
say & he says it all well.

Daniel Webster to Joseph Hopkinson, Washington,

December 31, 1824

My visit to Virginia was not unpleasant. Mr. Jeffer-
son is full of conversation, & as it relates, pretty
much, to by-gone times, it is replete with informa-
tion & useful anecdote. All the great men of our
Revolutionary epoch necessarily had a circle of
which they were, severally, the center. Each, there-
fore, has something to tell not common to all. Mr.
Adams & Mr. Jefferson, for example, though acting
together, on a common theater, at Philadelphia,
were nevertheless far apart, when in Massachusetts
& Virginia, & each was at home, in the midst of men
& of events, more or less different from those which
surrounded the other. I heard Mr. Jefferson talk
over the events of his early life, as your friend
[David] Hunter represents the young Indians to lis-
ten to the tales of the age-stricken warriors; not
without occasionally feeling, like them, an impulse
to raise the war song, & grasp the tomahawk. Mr.
Jefferson’s conversation is little on present things;
partly perhaps from the prudence of forbearing to
engage in questions which now divide the commu-
nity, but mostly from a greater love for other topics.
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Early Revolutionary events, political occurrences, in
both Hemispheres, about the time he was in France,
& general literature & the University of Virginia
would seem to be his favorite subjects.

James Kent, Journal to his son, 

April 30, 1833

He [Egbert Benson in 1833] spoke of Jefferson as
one of the most unprincipled, malignant, false & vi-
sionary Men that ever lived, & that it was he who on
his return to the U. States converted Madison to
democracy & subdued, perverted & corrupted his
mind & Principles.

James Madison to George Tucker, Montpelier, 

June 27, 1836

Apart from the value put on such a mark of respect
from you in a dedication of your “Life of Mr. Jeffer-
son” to me, I could only be governed in accepting
it by my confidence in your capacity to do justice to
a character so interesting to his country and to
the world; and, I may be permitted to add, with
whose principles of liberty and political career mine
have been so extensively congenial.
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Thomas Jefferson 
Describes Himself

To Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, October 3, 1782

This miserable kind of existence* is really too bur-
thensome to be borne, and were it not for the infi-
delity of deserting the sacred charge left me [i.e., his
three daughters], I could not wish its continuance a
moment. For what could it be wished? All my plans
of comfort and happiness reversed by a single event
and nothing answering in prospect before me but a
gloom unbrightened with one cheerful expectation.
The care and instruction of our children indeed af-
fords some temporary abstractions from wretched-
ness and nourishes a soothing reflection that if there
be beyond the grave any concern for the things of
this world there is one angel at least who views
these attentions with pleasure and wishes continu-
ance of them while she must pity the miseries to
which they confine me.

*A distraught Jefferson refers to his wife’s recent
death.

To William Short, Annapolis, March 1, 1784

Having to my habitual ill health, had lately
added an attack of my periodical headache, I am
obliged to avoid reading, writing and almost
thinking.



To Abigail Adams, Paris, September 25, 1785

I do not love difficulties. I am fond of quiet, willing
to do my duty, but irritable by slander & apt to be
forced by it to abandon my post. These are weak-
nesses from which reason & your counsels will pre-
serve Mr. Adams.

To George Gilmer, Paris, August 12, 1787

My own health has been as good as ever, after the
first year’s probation. The accident of a dislocated
wrist, badly set, has I fear deprived me for ever of
almost every use of my right hand. Nor is the extent
of the evil as yet known, the hand withering, the fin-
gers remaining swelled & crooked, & losing rather
than gaining in point of suppleness. It is now eleven
months since the accident. I am able however to
write, tho for a long time I was not so.

To Francis Hopkinson, Paris, March 13, 1789

You say that I have been dished up to you as an an-
tifederalist, and ask me if it be just. My opinion was
never worthy enough of notice to merit citing: but
since you ask it I will tell you. I am not a Federalist,
because I never submitted the whole system of my
opinions to the creed of any party of men whatever
in religion, in philosophy, in politics, or in any thing
else where I was capable of thinking for myself.
Such an addiction is the last degradation of a free
and moral agent. If I could not go to heaven but with
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a party, I would not go there at all. Therefore I
protest to you I am not of the party of federalists.
But I am much farther from that of the Antifederal-
ists. I approved from the first moment, of the great
mass of what is in the new constitution, the consoli-
dation of the government, the organization into Ex-
ecutive, legislative & judiciary, the subdivision of the
legislative, the happy compromise of interests be-
tween the great & little states by the different man-
ner of voting in the different houses, the voting by
persons instead of states, the qualified negative on
laws given to the Executive which however I should
have liked better if associated with the judiciary also
as in New York, and the power of taxation. I thought
at first that the latter might have been limited. A lit-
tle reflection soon convinced me it ought not to be.
What I disapproved from the first moment also was
the want of a bill of rights to guard liberty against
the legislative as well as executive branches of the
government, that is to say to secure freedom in reli-
gion, freedom of the press, freedom from monopo-
lies, freedom from unlawful imprisonment, freedom
from a permanent military, and a trial by jury in all
cases determinable by the laws of the land. I disap-
proved also the perpetual reeligibility of the Presi-
dent. . . . These, my dear friend, are my sentiments,
by which you will see I was right in saying I am nei-
ther federalist nor antifederalist; that I am of neither
party, nor yet a trimmer between parties. These my
opinions I wrote within a few hours after I had read
the constitution, to one or two friends in America. I
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had not then read one single word printed on the
subject. I never had an opinion in politics or religion
which I was afraid to own. A costive reserve on these
subjects might have procured me more esteem from
some people, but less from myself. My great wish is
to go on in a strict but silent performance of my
duty: to avoid attracting notice & to keep my name
out of newspapers, because I find the pain of a little
censure, even when it is unfounded, is more acute
than the pleasure of much praise.

To Charles Rose, Monticello, April 17, 1794

A twenty years’ desuetude in matters of law, has
produced a rust which will never be attempted to be
rubbed off again. I rarely therefore permit myself to
give opinions on the subject even in conversation.

To George Wythe, Monticello, April 18, 1795

I live on my horse from an early breakfast to a late
dinner, & very often after that till dark.

To Alexander Donald, Monticello, 

May 30, 1795

When I left public office I expected to be so much at
leisure that I should keep up a very animated corre-
spondence with my friends. On my return home I
found my farms in a ruinous condition, which made
it necessary for me to undertake their recovery and
culture myself. Forced to make myself acquainted
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both with the theory and practice, I at length be-
came so fascinated with the occupation that I am
now the most ardent farmer in the state. I live on
my horse nearly the whole day, and when in the
house it is in a state of fatigue which admits neither
thought nor action. I rarely take up a book, and nev-
er a pen if I can help it. Hence instead of the animat-
ed correspondence I had calculated on, I have kept
no correspondence but where pressing business
called for it.

To John Adams, December 28, 1796

I have no ambition to govern men. It is a painful
and thankless office.

To Thomas Willing, Philadelphia, 

February 23, 1798

Th: Jefferson presents his respects to Mr. Willing,
and other gentlemen managers of the ball of this
evening [honoring Washington’s birthday]. He
hopes his non-attendance will not be misconstrued.
He has not been at a ball these twenty years, nor for
a long time permitted himself to go to any entertain-
ments of the evening, from motives of attention to
health. On these grounds he excused to Genl. Wash-
ington when living in the city his not going to his
birthnights, to Mrs. Washington not attending her
evenings, to Mrs. Adams the same, and to all his
friends who have been so good as to invite him to tea-
& card parties, the declining to go to them. It is an
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indulgence which his age and habits will he hopes
obtain and continue to him. He has always testified
his homage to the occasion by his subscription to it.

To Benjamin Hawkins, Washington, 

February 18, 1803

I retain myself very perfect health, having not had
20 hours of fever in 42 years past. I have sometimes
had a troublesome headache, and some slight rheu-
matic pains, but now sixty years old nearly, I have
had as little to complain of in point of health as most
people.

To Albert Gallatin, Washington, 

January 13, 1807

The appointment of a woman to office is an innova-
tion for which the public is not prepared, nor am I.

To Tadeusz Kosciusko, Monticello, 

February 26, 1810

I am retired to Monticello, where, in the bosom of
my family, & surrounded by my books, I enjoy a re-
pose to which I have been long a stranger. My
mornings are devoted to correspondence. From
breakfast to dinner, I am in my shops, my garden, or
on horseback among my farms; from dinner to dark
I give to society & recreation with my neighbors &
friends; & from candlelight to early bed-time, I read.
My health is perfect; and my strength considerably
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reinforced by the activity of the course I pursue;
perhaps it is as great as usually falls to the lot of
near 67 years of age. I talk of ploughs & harrows, of
seedings & harvesting, with my neighbors, & of pol-
itics too, if they choose, with as little reserve as the
rest of my fellow citizens, & feel at length the bless-
ing of being free to say & do what I please, without
being responsible for it to any mortal.

To Benjamin Rush, Poplar Forest, 

August 17, 1811

I write to you from a place 90 miles from Monticel-
lo, near the New London of this state, which I visit
three or four times a year, & stay from a fortnight to
a month at a time. I have fixed myself comfortably,
keep some books here, bring others occasionally, am
in the solitude of a hermit, and quite at leisure to at-
tend to my absent friends.

To Caesar A. Rodney, Monticello, 

March 16, 1815

Come as you will, or as you can, it will always be joy
enough to me. Only you must give me a month’s no-
tice; because I go three or four times a year to a pos-
session 90 miles Southwestward, and am absent a
month at a time, and the mortification would be in-
delible of losing such a visit by a mistimed absence.
You will find me in habitual good health, great con-
tentedness, enfeebled in body, impaired in memory,
but without decay in my friendships.
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To Charles Thomson, Monticello, January 9, 1816

I retain good health, am rather feeble to walk much,
but ride with ease, passing two or three hours a day
on horseback, and every three or four months taking
in a carriage a journey of 90 miles to a distant posses-
sion, where I pass a good deal of my time. My eyes
need the aid of glasses by night, and with small print
in the day also; my hearing is not quite so sensible as
it used to be; no tooth shaking yet, but shivering and
shrinking in body from the cold we now experience,
my thermometer having been as low as 12° this
morning. My greatest oppression is a correspondence
afflictingly laborious, the extent of which I have been
endeavoring to curtail. This keeps me at the drudg-
ery of the writing table all the prime hours of the day,
leaving for the gratification of my appetite for read-
ing only what I can steal from the hours of sleep.
Could I reduce this epistolary corvée within the lim-
its of my friends, and affairs, and give the time re-
deemed from it to reading and reflection, to history,
ethics, mathematics, my life would be as happy as the
infirmities of age would admit, and I should look on
its consummation with the composure of one “qui
summum nec me tuit diem nec optat.”*

*Who neither fears the final day nor hopes for it

To Benjamin Waterhouse, Monticello, 

March 3, 1818

I am much debilitated in body, and my memory sen-
sibly on the wane. Still however I enjoy good health
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and spirits, and am as industrious a reader as when
a student at College. Not of newspapers. These I
have discarded. I relinquish, as I ought to do, all in-
termedling with public affairs, committing myself
cheerfully to the watch and care of those for whom,
in my turn, I have watched and cared.

To Vine Utley, Monticello, March 21, 1819

Your letter of Feb 18 came to hand on the 1st in-
stant; and the request of the history of my physical
habits would have puzzled me not a little, had it not
been for the model, with which you accompanied it,
of Dr. Rush’s answer to a similar inquiry. I live so
much like other people, that I might refer to ordi-
nary life as the history of my own. Like my friend
the Doctor, I have lived temperately, eating little an-
imal food, & that, not as an aliment so much as a
condiment for the vegetables, which constitute my
principal diet. I double however the doctor’s glass
and a half of wine, and even treble it with a friend;
but halve its effects by drinking the weak wines
only. The ardent wines I cannot drink, nor do I use
ardent spirits in any form. Malt liquors & cyder are
my table drinks, and my breakfast, like that also of
my friend, is of tea & coffee. I have been blest with
organs of digestion which accept and concoct, with-
out ever murmuring, whatever the palate chooses to
consign to them, and I have not yet lost a tooth by
age. I was a hard student until I entered on the
business of life, the duties of which leave no idle
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time to those disposed to fulfill them; & now, re-
tired, and at the age of 76, I am again a hard stu-
dent. Indeed, my fondness for reading and study re-
volts me from the drudgery of letter writing, and a
stiff wrist, the consequence of an early dislocation,
makes writing both slow and painful. I am not so
regular in my sleep as the Doctor says he was, de-
voting to it from 5 to 8 hours, according as my com-
pany or the book I am reading interests me; and I
never go to bed without an hour, or half hour’s pre-
vious reading of something moral, whereon to rumi-
nate in the intervals of sleep. But whether I retire to
bed early or late, I rise with the sun. I use spectacles
at night, but not necessarily in the day, unless in
reading small print. My hearing is distinct in partic-
ular conversation, but confused when several voices
cross each other, which unfits me for the society of
the table. I have been more fortunate than my friend
in the article of health. So free from catarrhs that I
have not had one, (in the breast, I mean) on an av-
erage of 8 or 10 years thro’ life. I ascribe this exemp-
tion partly to the habit of bathing my feet in cold
water every morning, for 60 years past. A fever of
more than 24 hours I have not had above 2 or 3
times in my life. A periodical head ache has afflicted
me occasionally, once perhaps, in 6 or 8 years, for 2
or 3 weeks at a time, which seems now to have left
me; and except on a late occasion of indisposition, I
enjoy good health; too feeble indeed, to walk much,
but riding without fatigue 6 or 8 miles a day, and
sometimes 30 or 40. I may end these egotisms
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therefore, as I began, by saying that my life has been
so much like that of other people, that I might say,
with Horace, to every one “Nomine mutato, narratur
fabula de te.”*

*Just change the name and the story could be
told about you.

To John Adams, Monticello, June 1, 1822

I have ever dreaded a doting old age; and my health
has been generally so good, and is now so good, that
I dread it still. The rapid decline of my strength
during the last winter has made me hope sometimes
that I see land. During summer I enjoy its tempera-
ture, but I shudder at the approach of winter, and
wish I could sleep through it with the Dormouse,
and only wake with him in spring, if ever. They say
that [General John] Starke could walk about his
room. I am told you walk well and firmly. I can only
reach my garden, and that with sensible fatigue. I
ride however daily. But reading is my delight. I
should wish never to put pen to paper; and the
more because of the treacherous practice some peo-
ple have of publishing one’s letters without leave.
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Jefferson’s Correspondents
s

Adams, Abigail (Mass.): friend; wife of John Adams
Adams, John (Mass.): revolutionary; member of

Continental Congress; American diplomat; first U.S.
vice president; second U.S. president

Adams, Samuel (Mass.): revolutionary; member of
Continental Congress; lt. governor and governor of
Mass.

Amelot de la Croix (France): author of books on travel in
China

Armstrong, John (Pa.): military officer; diplomat;
Madison’s secretary of war

Arnound, L’Abbé (France): philosophe
Arnoux, L’Abbé (France): philosophe
Austin, Benjamin (Mass.): merchant; revolutionary;

essayist; Anti-Federalist; state representative; U.S.
senator

Bailey, Theodorus (N.Y.): Republican; U.S. Congressman
Banister, John, Jr. (Va.): traveler of Europe
Banister, John, Sr. (Va.): member of Virginia House of

Delegates; absolved TJ of misconduct as governor
Banneker, Benjamin (Md.): free black; astronomer;

mathematician; almanac maker
Barbé-Marbois, Pierre François de (France): diplomat;

minister of finance; negotiated Louisiana Purchase
Barclay, Thomas: diplomat
Barlow, Joel (Conn.): poet; diplomat
Barnes, John (Pa.): Phila. tea merchant; grocer
Barton, Benjamin Smith (Pa.): professor of medicine at

Univ. of Pennsylvania; naturalist
Bell, Thomas (Va.): planter, neighbor
Bellini, Charles (Carlo) (Florence, Va.): professor of

modern languages at William and Mary College



Bidwell, Barnabas (Mass.): U.S. congressman;
spokesman for TJ

Bingham, Anne Willing (Pa.): socialite; wife of William
Bingham

Blair, John (Va.): delegate to Constitutional Convention;
U.S. Supreme Court justice

Bolling, Mary Jefferson (Va.): TJ’s sister
Bondfield, John: consul to Bordeaux; buys wine 

for TJ
Bowdoin, James (Mass.): diplomat
Breckinridge, James (Va.): soldier; friend; on Board of

Visitors of Univ. of Virginia
Breckinridge, John (Ky.): U.S. attorney general
Bréhan, Madame de (France): mistress of Moustier
Brissot de Warville (France): philosophe
Brown, Jacob J.: soldier
Brown, James: secretary for the Louisiana Territory
Brown, Dr. Samuel (Ky.)
Buchan, Earl of (Scotland): physician; author of popular

works on medicine
Burney, Charles: wrote history of music; helped TJ buy

harpsichord
Burr, Aaron (N.Y.): state attorney general; U.S. senator;

TJ’s first vice president; tried for treason
Burwell, Nathaniel (Va.): planter; lawyer

Cabell, Joseph C. (Va.): member of Virginia House of
Delegates; on Board of Visitors of Univ. of Virginia

Cabell, William H. (Va.): governor of Va.
Campbell, Arthur (Va.): member of Virginia House of

Delegates
Campbell, David (N.C. and Tenn.): judge
Campbell, John (Va.): printer and bookseller
Carmichael, William (Md.): diplomat
Carr, Dabney (Va.): TJ’s nephew; lawyer; judge
Carr, Martha Jefferson (Va.): TJ’s sister
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Carr, Peter (Va.): TJ’s nephew; studied law with TJ
Carrington, Edward (Va.): soldier; member of

Confederation Congress; U.S. marshal
Cartwright, John (Eng.): supported American colonies;

Parliamentary reformer
Cary, Wilson Miles (Va.): TJ’s great-great-nephew
Chapman, Dr. Nathaniel (Pa.): physician; studied under

Rush; professor of theory and practice of medicine at
Univ. of Pennsylvania 

Chastellux, François J. de (France): philosophe
Church, Angelica Schuyler (N.Y. and Eng.): in TJ’s social

circle; sister-in-law of Alexander Hamilton
Claiborne, Richard (Va.): soldier
Clark, George Rogers (Va.): Revolutionary War general;

TJ asks to lead expedition to the West
Clay, Charles (Va.): clergyman
Clinton, George (N.Y.): revolutionary; soldier; governor;

TJ’s second vice president; Madison’s first vice
president

Cocke, William (Tenn.): U.S. senator
Coles, Edward (Va. and Ill.): Madison’s secretary; freed

his slaves
Cooper, Thomas (Eng.): professor of chemistry,

mineralogy, and natural philosophy
Coray, Adamantios (Greece and France): scholar of

ancient Greece
Corny, Madame de (France): in TJ’s social circle
Correa da Serra, Abbé José (Portugal): botanist
Coste, Jean de la (France): wine merchant
Cosway, Maria (Italy and Eng.): painter; singer;

musician; TJ’s love
Coxe, Tench (Pa.): Federalist pamphleteer; asst. secretary

of the Treasury under Washington; becomes
Republican

Crawford, William H. (Ga.): minister to France, secretary
of the Treasury (1816–25); presidential candidate
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Crèvecoeur, St. John de (France and N.Y.): French
diplomat

Currie, Dr. James (Va.): physician
Cutting, Nathaniel (Mass.): merchant

Dearborn, Henry (Mass.): soldier; TJ’s secretary of war
Delaplaine, Joseph (Pa.): publisher
Démeunier, Jean Nicolas (France): encyclopedist
Derieux, J.P.P. (France): merchant; money exchanger
Destutt de Tracy (France): philosophe
Dickinson, John (Pa. and Del.): revolutionary; member of

Continental Congress; delegate to Constitutional
Convention

Digges, Thomas Attwood (London and Md.): friend of
United States; novelist

Donald, Alexander (Va.): TJ’s schoolmate
Drayton, William (S.C.): sent rice and olives by TJ
Duane, William (Pa.): newspaper editor
Dumas, C.W.F. (Netherlands): Am. diplomat resident in

the Netherlands
Dunbar, William (Mississippi Territory): explorer
Dupont, P. S. de Nemours (France): philosophe

Emmet, John P. (Va.): professor of natural history Univ.
of Virginia

Eppes, Elizabeth Wayles (Va.): TJ’s sister-in-law
Eppes, Francis (Va.): TJ’s brother-in-law
Eppes, John Wayles (Va.): TJ’s son-in-law
Eppes, Mary Jefferson (Polly) (Va.): TJ’s daughter
Eustis, William (Mass.): physician; soldier; state

representative; U.S. congressman; Madison’s
secretary of war; diplomat

Everett, Edward (Mass.): scholar of ancient Greece

Fabbroni, Giovanni (Italy): naturalist; chemist; engineer
Fairfax, Ferdinando (Va.): planter
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Fishback, James (Ky.): physician; lawyer; newspaper
editor

Fitzhugh, Peregrine (Md.): planter
Franklin, William Temple (Pa.): diplomat; Benjamin

Franklin’s grandson
Fulton, Robert (N.Y.): steamship inventor

Gallatin, Albert (Pa.): TJ’s and Madison’s secretary of
the Treasury

Galloway, Benjamin (Md.): lawyer; planter; state
assemblyman; state attorney general

Gates, Horatio (Va. and N.Y.): soldier
Gérard de Rayneval, Joseph Matthais (France): diplomat
Gerry, Elbridge (Mass.) member of Confederation

Congress; representative to Constitutional
Convention; Anti-Federalist; governor of Mass.;
Madison’s second vice president

Giles, William Branch (Va.): radical Republican leader in
U.S. House of Representatives; U.S. senator

Gilmer, Francis W. (Va.): professor of law at Univ. of
Virginia

Gilmer, Dr. George (Va.): old friend
Girardin, Louis H. (Norway and Va.): professor of

history, etc. at William and Mary College
Giroud, Alexandre (France): artillery foundry
Granger, Gideon (Conn.): TJ’s postmaster general
Gray, Francis C. (Mass.): visitor to Monticello; lawyer
Gregoire, Abbé Henri (France): author of equal rights for

Jews and Blacks

Hamilton, Alexander (N.Y.): soldier; secretary of the Trea-
sury; TJ’s political opponent; shot and killed by Burr

Harrison, Benjamin (Va.): member of Virginia House of
Delegates; governor of Va.

Hartley, David (Eng.): diplomat; signed peace treaty
ending American Revolution
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Hawkins, Benjamin (N.C.): U.S. Indian agent
Hay, George W. (Va.): Monroe’s son-in-law; U.S. district

attorney; prosecutes Burr
Hazard, Ebenezer (Pa. and N.Y.): Confederation’s

postmaster general
Henley, Samuel (Va.): clergyman
Henry, John (Md.): U.S. senator
Hilliard d’Auberteuil, Michel René (France): historian
Holmes, John (Maine): U.S. congressman
Hopkinson, Francis (Pa.): poet; musician; essayist; U.S.

district judge
Hopkinson, Joseph: lawyer; defended Samuel Chase
Howell, David (R.I.): Confederation Congress
Humboldt, Alexander, Baron von (Germany): natural

scientist; explorer; wrote on Latin and South America
Humphreys, David (Conn.): poet; soldier; diplomat

Ivernois, François D’ (France): historian
Izard, Ralph (S.C.): diplomat

Jackson, Andrew (Tenn.): soldier; presidential candidate
Jackson, James (Ga.): U.S. congressman; U.S. senator
Jackson, William (Pa. and Ga.): secretary for

Constitutional Convention
Jarvis, William Charles: U.S. consul to Lisbon
Jay, James (Eng. and N.Y.): physician; American spy
Jay, John (N.Y.): revolutionary; diplomat; peace

commissioner; secretary for foreign affairs; U.S. 
chief justice; negotiated Jay Treaty; governor 
of N.Y.

Jefferson, John Garland (Va.): studied law with TJ
Jefferson, Martha (Patsy) (Va.): daughter
Jefferson, Mary (Polly) (Va.): daughter
Jefferson, Randolph (Va.): brother
Johnson, Chapman (Va.): on Board of Visitors of Univ. of

Virginia
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Johnson, Richard M. (City of Washington): clerk in State
Dept.

Johnson, William (S.C.): TJ’s first appointment to U.S.
Supreme Court

Jones, Joseph (Va.): member of Confederation Congress;
member of Virginia House of Delegates

Jones, Dr. Walter (Va.)
Jullien, Marc Antoine (France): revolutionary; liberal;

fought for revolution of colonies against Spain

Kent, James (N.Y.): lawyer; judge; chancellor
Kercheval, Samuel (Va.): Stephensburg innkeeper
Knox, Henry (Mass.): Revolutionary War general;

Confederation and U.S. secretary at war
Kosciusko, Tadeusz: Polish revolutionary; engineer of

West Point during Revolutionary War

Lafayette, Marquis de (France): general in Am.
Revolutionary War; aided TJ in France

Lambert, William (Va.): astronomer; clerk in State Dept;
clerk in U.S. House of Reps.

Langdon, John (N.H.): merchant; Revolutionary War
leader; member of Confederation Congress; delegate
to Constitutional Convention; governor of N.H.

Lasteryrie-du Saillant, Charles Philbert de (France):
journalist; founded lithographic practice 
in Paris

Latrobe, Benjamin Henry (Eng., Va., and Washington);
architect

Law, Thomas (Eng. and Va.): married Martha
Washington’s granddaughter; advocate for national
currency

Lee, Henry (Va.): soldier; governor of Va.
Lee, Richard Henry (Va.): revolutionary; member of

Continental and Confederation congresses; Anti-
Federalist; U.S. senator
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Leiper, Thomas (Pa.): TJ’s landlord in Philadelphia
Lewis, James, Jr. (Va.): lawyer
Lewis, Meriwether (Va.): TJ’s secretary; led expedition to

the West
Lewis, Nicholas (Va.): neighbor; managed TJ’s affairs
Lincoln, Levi (Mass.): lawyer; lt. governor of Mass.; TJ’s

attorney general
Livingston, Edward (N.Y.): district attorney; U.S.

congressman; moved to Louisiana; Batture case
against TJ

Livingston, Robert R. (N.Y.): revolutionary; secretary for
Foreign Affairs for Confederation; N.Y. chancellor;
member of Confederation Congress; U.S. minister to
France

Logan, George (Pa.): Quaker, antiwar U.S. senator
Lomax, Thomas (Va.): lawyer and planter

Macon, Nathaniel (N.C.): U.S. senator; Speaker of the
House of Representatives

Madison, James (Va.): TJ’s close friend and political ally;
representative to Continental and Confederation
congresses; delegate to Constitutional Convention;
U.S. congressman; TJ’s secretary of state; fourth U.S.
president

Madison, Rev. James (Va.): president of William and
Mary College

Marks, Anna Jefferson (Va.): TJ’s sister
Marshall, John (Va.): soldier; lawyer; diplomat; U.S.

congressman; U.S. chief justice; personal and political
enemy of TJ

Mason, George (Va.): planter; revolutionary; author of
Virginia Declaration of Rights; delegate to
Constitutional Convention; Anti-Federalist

Mason, Stevens Thomson (Va.): U.S. senator
Maury, James (Va.): minister; TJ’s teacher
Mazzei, Philip (Italy and Va.): friend
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McCaul, Alexander (Va.): TJ’s creditor
Mercer, John Francis (Va. and Md.): member of

Confederation Congress; delegate to Constitutional
Convention

Milligan, Joseph (Md.): Georgetown bookseller and
binder

Monroe, James (Va.): revolutionary; soldier; member of
Confederation Congress; Anti-Federalist; diplomat;
Madison’s secretary of state; fifth U.S. President

Montmorin, Comte de (France): foreign minister
Morris, Gouverneur (N.Y. and Pa.): Congress; ass’t.

superintendent of finance for Confederation; delegate
to Constitutional Convention; diplomat

Morris, Robert (Pa.): merchant; revolutionary;
superintendent of finance for Confederation; 
delegate to Constitutional Convention; U.S. senator;
bankrupt

Moustier, Comte de (France): minister to United States
Munford, William Green (Va.): member of Council of

State; court reporter
Mussi, Joseph (Pa.): merchant

Nelson, Thomas (Va.): succeeded TJ as governor of Va.
Nicholas, Wilson Cary (Va.): member of Virginia House

of Delegates; U.S. congressman; U.S. Senator;
governor of Va.; TJ co-signed note for and then
Nicholas went bankrupt

Niemcewicz, Julien (Poland): visitor to U.S.
Norvell, John (Ky, Md, and Pa.): newspaper printer

Page, John (Va.): TJ’s college friend; member of Council
of State; governor of Va.

Pahlen, Count Théodore: Russian minister to United
States

Paine, Thomas (Eng., Pa., and France): revolutionary
pamphleteer; TJ friend and confidant
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Patterson, Robert (Pa.): mathematician; professor at
Univ. of Pennsylvania; director of U.S. Mint

Peale, Charles Willson (Pa.): painter; inventor; museum
director

Pendleton, Edmund (Va.): lawyer; chancellor; president
of Va. convention that notified Constitution

Peters, Richard (Pa.): lawyer; U.S. district judge
Pickering, Timothy (Pa. and Mass.): U.S. postmaster

general; U.S. secretary of state; TJ’s political
opponent

Pictet, Marc Auguste (Switzerland): lawyer; natural
scientist; professor of natural philosophy at Academy
of Geneva

Pigott, Robert (Eng.): vegetarian
Pinckney, Thomas: diplomat
Pleasants, Robert (Va.): Quaker merchant
Plumer, William (N.H.): U.S. senator; kept

memorandum of Senate
Pope, Matthew (Va.): apothecary
Price, Richard (Eng.): pamphleteer; reformer; friend of

United States
Priestley, Joseph (Eng. and Pa.): chemist; famous

Unitarian clergyman and writer; TJ’s close friend

Ramsay, David (S.C.): physician; pamphleteer; member
of Confederation Congress; U.S. congressman;
historian

Randolph, Edmund (Va.): attorney general for and
governor of Va.; delegate to Constitutional Convention;
U.S. attorney general; U.S. secretary of state

Randolph, John (Va.): lawyer; U.S. congressman; 
political opponent of TJ

Randolph, Martha (Patsy) Jefferson (Va.): daughter
Randolph, Thomas Jefferson (Va.): grandson
Randolph, Thomas Mann, Jr. (Va.): son-in-law; U.S.

congressman; governor of Va.
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Randolph, Thomas Mann, Sr. (Va.) plantation owner;
TJ’s friend

Remsen, Henry: chief clerk U.S. State Dept.
Ritchie, Thomas (Va.): newspaper editor
Rittenhouse, David (Pa.): inventor; treasurer; member of

Am. Philos. Soc.
Roane, Spencer (Va.): judge
Robinson, Moses (Vt.): governor of Vt.; U.S. senator
Rodney, Caesar A. (Del.): U.S. attorney general during

Burr case
Roscoe, William (Eng.): historian; poet; botanist
Ross, David (Va.): merchant; owner of iron works;

bankrupt
Rush, Benjamin (Pa.): physician; revolutionary; signer of

Declaration of Independence; delegate to Pa.
convention that ratified U.S. Constitution; TJ’s close
friend; reconciled TJ and John Adams

Rush, Richard (Pa.): Benjamin Rush’s son; diplomat
Rutledge, Edward (S.C.): signer of Declaration of Inde-

pendence; member of Continental Congress
Rutledge, Edward, Jr. (S.C.): recipient of TJ’s travel

advice
Rutledge, John (S.C.): delegate to Constitutional

Convention; governor of S.C.; U.S. supreme court
justice; S.C. chief justice; U.S. chief justice (not
confirmed)

Rutledge, John, Jr. (S.C.): recipient of TJ’s travel advice

Sargeant, Ezra (N.Y.): publisher
Say, Jean Baptiste (France): political economist
Shee, John: soldier
Shippen, William, Jr. (Pa.): physician
Short, William (Va.): TJ’s secretary and virtual adopted

son; diplomat
Silvestre, Augustin François (France): scientist; public

administrator

jefferson’s correspondents 511



Sinclair, Sir John (Eng.): president of Natl. Board of
Agriculture

Skipwith, Henry (Va.): TJ’s brother-in-law; soldier;
member of Va. House of Delegates; TJ’s fellow
executor of John Wayles’s estate

Skipwith, Robert (Va.): TJ’s brother-in-law
Smith, Abigail Adams (Mass. and N.Y.): daughter of

John and Abigail Adams; wife of William Stephens
Smith

Smith, Larkin (Va.): soldier; member of Va. House of
Delegates; appointed customs collector for Norfolk
and Portsmouth by TJ

Smith, Margaret Bayard (City of Washington): socialite
Smith, Robert (Md.): sec. of navy; attorney 

general; secretary of state; resigned after feud with
Gallatin

Smith, Samuel (Md.): U.S. senator
Smith, Samuel Harrison (City of Washington):

newspaper editor
Smith, William Stephens (N.Y.): soldier; son-in-law of

John Adams
Smyth, Alexander: soldier
Spafford, Horatio Gates (Vt.): geographer; editor;

inventor
Sparks, Jared: editor; historian
Stael, Madame de Holstein de (France): in TJ’s social

circle
Stiles, Ezra (Conn.): president of Yale College
Story, Joseph (Mass.): U.S. congressman; appointed 

by Madison to U.S. Supreme Court over TJ’s
objections

Stuart, Archibald (Va.): member of Virginia House of
Delegates; judge

Sullivan, James (Mass.): revolutionary; pamphleteer;
governor of Mass.

Sully, Thomas (N.Y. and Pa.): painter
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Taylor, John (Va.): political theorist; judge
Taylor, Robert (Va.): member of Board of Visitors Univ.

of Virginia
Tazewell, Littleton Waller (Va.): on Board of Trustees of

Univ. of Virginia
Tazwell, Henry (Va.): U.S. senator
Tessé, Madame de (France): in TJ’s social circle
Thomson, Charles (Pa. and N.Y.): secretary to

Continental and Confederation congresses
Ticknor, George (Mass.): scholar; visited Monticello
Tott, Madame de (France): in TJ’s social circle
Trist, Eliza House (Pa.): boardinghouse operator
Trumbull, John (Conn.): painter; in TJ’s social circle
Tucker, George (Va.): professor of moral philosophy at

Univ. of Virginia
Tucker, St. George (Va.): lawyer; judge; poet
Turpin, Thomas (Va.): TJ’s uncle
Tyler, John (Va.): TJ’s classmate at William and Mary;

member of Virginia House of Delegates; governor of
Va.; judge

Utley, Dr. Vine: physician

Van Buren, Martin (N.Y.): visited TJ; Jackson’s vice
president; eighth U.S. president

Van Der Kemp, Francis A. (Netherlands and N.Y.):
soldier; scholar

Vaughan, Benjamin (Eng.)
Vaughan, John (Pa.): merchant
Volney, Comte de (France): historian

Warren, James (Mass.): revolutionary; state
representative; Anti-Federalist

Washington, George (Va.): revolutionary; member of
Continental Congress; commander in chief; delegate
to Constitutional Convention; first U.S. President
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Waterhouse, Benjamin (Mass.): professor at Harvard
College; promoted inoculation for small pox;
appointed by TJ as head physician to U.S. marine
hospital in Charlestown, Mass.

Watterson, George (City of Washington): third librarian
of Congress; bought Jefferson’s library

Webster, Daniel (Mass.): lawyer; visitor to Monticello
Weightman, Roger C. (City of Washington): mayor
Wilkinson, James (Md. and New Orleans): soldier;

intriguer
Willis, Francis, Jr. (Va.): physician
Wirt, William (Va.): lawyer; prosecutor in Burr case;

author
Wistar, Dr. Caspar (Pa.): physician at the Univ. of

Pennsylvania
Wright, Frances (Fanny) (Scotland): visitor to

Monticello; reformer
Wyche, John (Va.): surveyor; justice of the peace
Wythe, George (Va.): lawyer; TJ’s law mentor

Yancey, Charles (Va.): member of Virginia House of
Delegates
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—chained to the writing table,
196

—chains of the Constitution,
156

—charged like a bee with the
honey of wisdom (returning
from sightseeing), 380

—charity in religion, 254
—chimneys to carry off nox-

ious vapors and smoke
(newspapers), 346

—the chosen people of god
(farmers), 9

—the circle of cabal, intrigue,
and hatred, 332

—the cloud of barbarism and
despotism, 17–18

—a colossus, Hamilton is
really, 408

—our Colossus on the floor
(John Adams), 399

—a companion which will
sweeten many hours of life
to you (music), 23

—the cords of love, 285
—this corvée (the presi-

dency), 8
—country of spirits and reve-

lation (heaven), 366
—the creature of climate

(poets), 24
—crooked gun (Aaron Burr),

403
—crucible of time, 400
—a curious animal (man),

230
—daggers put into the hands

of assassins (power & pre-
eminences for enemies), 336

—the only depositories of the
sacred fire of liberty, 17

—diamonds from dunghills,
367

—the disease of liberty, 122
—the dreary wilderness of

time, 25
—the drudgery of letter writ-

ing, 27, 197, 499
—the drudgery of the writing

table, 497
—the duty of retirement, 284
—ebbs as well as flows in this

world, 393
—Eden of the U.S. (moun-

tains), 319
—empire for liberty, liv
—the end of our journey is in

sight (death), lvii
—end of the world, 305
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—engine of self-elevation (ap-
pointments to office), 258

—this epistolary corvée, 497
—evening of life, 225
—evening of my life, 287
—with the other evils of life

(grief ), 326
—the eye of vigilance, 392
—this faithful internal Moni-

tor (the conscience), 305
—the family of Agricultural-

ists, 8
—farmer-like (delay corre-

spondence till a rainy day),
7, 196

—the favorite passion of my
soul (music), 23

—we are not to expect to be
translated from despotism
to liberty in a feather bed,
xlvi

—the feeble engines of despot-
ism, 18

—a field of battle (death of old
friends), 279–80

—finer canvas, 15
—a fire bell in the night, 388
—the first and most precious

of all the arts (agriculture), 7
—the first blessing (an honest

heart), 24
—the first chapter in the book

of wisdom (honesty), 237
—a first idea, a crude produc-

tion (God’s creation of Eu-
rope), 13

—first of blessings (the
Union), 170

—the first of duties (preserv-
ing the Constitution), 170

—the flame of public opinion,
192

—the forerunner of death to
the public liberty (lethar-
gy), 391

—the fountain of our impor-
tant measures (Samuel
Adams), 400

—the friendly hand of death,
279

—the froth of declamation was
heard, 401

—the fundamental law of soci-
ety ( justice), 264

—furnace of politics (Paris),
395

—the gag of a despot, xlvii, 340
—gained the harbor (retire-

ment), 285
—the game runs sometimes

against us at home (poli-
tics), 332

—the germ of dissolution of
our federal government (the
judiciary), 261

—the germ of virtue, 199
—the gift of God (soil), 319
—the gift of nature (crops), 8
—the gift of office (appoint-

ments), 258
—like gravity (the judiciary),

260
—the great engine (com-

merce), 244
—the greatest scourge of

mankind (war), 385
—the great machines of

society, 157
—great parent of science and

virtue, 315
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metaphors (continued)
—great resources of happiness

(daughter and grandchil-
dren), 284

—our great retirement
(death), 282

—the great workshop of na-
ture (the atmosphere), 11

—the habit of industry is
formed, 290

—the hand of age is upon me,
277, 287

—the hand of a creator, 359
—hard wages for the services

of all the active & healthy
years of one’s life (unmerit-
ed abuse), 333

—having gained the harbor
myself (retirement), 285

—the havoc of war, 60
—presses me with a heavy

hand (time), 197
—the hermit of Monticello,

207
—that hidden country

(heaven), 366
—a hideous blot (slavery),

xxxviii, 378
—the hole and the patch

should be commensurate,
xliv, 157

—hoop us together, 171
—a host within himself

(Alexander Hamilton), 408
—if our house be on fire

(war), 386
—the ignorance of children,

48
—incomprehensible machine

is man, 374

—this invisible and helpless
worm, 262

—journey through life, 273
—the key-stone of the arch of

matrimonial happiness
(motherhood), 103

—the knell of the Union, 388
—a lamp to lighten my path

(books), 125
—last anchor of our hope (the

Union), 170
—the last and sweetest asylum

of age (tranquility), 279
—the last footsteps of their

party, 60
—the last hope of human lib-

erty in this world (U.S.), 17
—the law of our existence

(pain comes with pleasure),
325

—the laws of our situation,
294

—the only legitimate founda-
tion of government, 231,
331

—the lever of Archimedes, 5
—life of a cabbage, 295
—ligament which binds us

into one nation, 51
—the light of science, 19–20
—a little tempest now & then,

390
—the lotteries of human life

(uncertainties), 11
—a lovely possession (knowl-

edge), 177, 277
—our machine (body), 178
—a machine not quite so blind

as balls and bombs (the
people), xlvi
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—machines (human bodies),
173

—our main pillar (John
Adams), 400

—man, like the fruit he eats,
279

—manacles of the law, 164
—Mannequin of ceremony,

192
—mantle of conscience, 257
—mask of republicanism, 422
—a medicine necessary for the

sound health of government
(rebellion), 390

—melancholy law of human
societies (choose the lesser
of two evils), 212

—the mere monuments of
time past (survivors), 278

—a mere scarecrow (impeach-
ment of judges), 260

—a mere spectator of the pass-
ing events, 286

—a mere thing of wax (Con-
stitution), 259

—mists before the rising sun,
239

—my bark, 239
—my last sleep (death), 287
—its natural manure, 391
—necessity is law, 390
—nest from which all

America . . . is to be peo-
pled, 14

—noise of the enemies, 72
—an ocean of fire between us

& the old world, 35
—ocean of newspaper lies,

348
—ocean of revolution, 20

—ocean of slander, of false-
hood, and of malice, 223

—ocean of time opening on
us, 115

—opiate influence (time & oc-
cupation), 291

—ornament of the age and
country in which he lived
(Benjamin Franklin), 405

—ornament of their country
(simplicity), 4

—our experiment (self-
government), 330

—our fabric (Constitution),
192

—our journey’s end (death),
273

—our journey through life,
273

—our principle (peace), 328
—parent of despotism, 156
—parent of every virtue (sen-

sibility), 222
—the parent of the most af-

fecting touches in poetry
(misery), 23

—parent of much misery (sen-
sibility), 222

—as a passenger, 288
—patients to be cured, 4
—the peltings of the storm,

257–58
—perverted machine (Aaron

Burr), 403
—pillow of ignorance, xviii,

366
—pillow of my repose, 72
—pillow of sweet repose, 72
—a plant of such slow growth

(honor), 70
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metaphors (continued)
—a pleasant pocket compan-

ion (a book of poetry), 24
—poison of life (ennui), 230
—my polar star (self-

government), 331
—the polar stars of the Ameri-

can societies (peace and jus-
tice), 281, 329

—the powers and polish of his
pen (James Madison), 421

—prisoner released from his
chains (retirement), lv, 285

—the privilege of years (ad-
vice), 3

—prostitution of language,
271

—like a punctual soldier, 283
—like quarrelling lovers (po-

litical parties), 172
—the recipe for almost every

good thing in farming
(deep plowing), 8

—acts as a reservoir to receive
and retain water (plowed
furrows), 9

—revolution of 1800, li
—rivers of blood, 161
—the road of experience, 201
—road to salvation, 232
—the road to that glory which

never dies, 435–36
—a rock to which we may

safely moor (character of
Americans), 114

—we have no rose without its
thorn (pain comes with
pleasure), 325

—the sacred charge left (rais-
ing his children), 490

—a safe depository by the en-
dowments of integrity, un-
derstanding, & experience
(James Madison), 285

—the safest depository of their
own rights (the people), 159

—a sailor who has land in
view (retirement), 281

—sanction of wisdom, 72
—the scanty foundation laid

in school (the rules of gram-
mar), 270

—a scare-crow (impeachment
of judges), 261

—school for our instruction
(errors and misfortunes of
others), 200

—school of affliction, lviii,
291, 325

—school of humility (succeed-
ing Franklin), xlii

—school of the people, 14
—secretary (copying ma-

chine), 249
—see the rod (coercive power

to tax), 168
—shackles of power, 285
—like a ship without rudder

(man without reason), 94
—shrine of intolerance, 238
—a sickly vegetation, 277
—sinks of voluntary misery, 33
—sleep of death, 175
—slender as a grasshopper, 295
—slow physicians (time &

occupation), 291
—sluices of your grief, lviii,

291
—society is the work-shop (of

language), 271
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—the softest pillow (igno-
rance), 89

—the softest pillow (tranquili-
ty), 225

—the sole depository of the
sacred fire of freedom &
self-government (U.S.), 16

—as a solitary trunk in a deso-
late field, lvii

—solitude of a hermit (TJ),
496

—a son of nature, 21
—son of science, 316
—a sore affliction, 176
—sovereign invigorator of the

body (exercise), 176
—specimens of antiquity for

the observation of the curi-
ous, 278

—the speck in our horizon
which is to burst on us as a
tornado, 388

—a spectacle for the pity of
my friends, 287

—a splendid misery (the pres-
idency), 155

—the sport of every wind
(man without reason), 94

—stage of public affairs, 167
—a standing monument & ex-

ample (republican govern-
ment), 16

—the stillness of the grave,
137

—like a storm in the Atmos-
phere, 391

—as storms in the physical,
390

—stormy ocean of public 
life, 74

—subtle corps of sappers &
miners, 259–60

—sucked in the principles of
liberty as it were with their
mother’s milk, xxxvii, 374

—like a superannuated sol-
dier, 288

—surest guide (good faith),
233

—surest road to affluence
(agriculture), 6

—swaggering on deck as a
passenger (retirement), 288

—the theatre of the Revolu-
tion, 423

—like a thief (the judiciary),
261

—threatened shipwreck, 295
—time and silence are the

only medicines, 291, 325
—all tongue without either

head or heart (Patrick Hen-
ry), 411

—torrent of our tears, 225,
325

—the tree of liberty, 391
—the true foundation of re-

publican government
(equality of the people), 160

—the true secret, the grand
recipe, for felicity (employ-
ing the mind), 237

—deliver up our trust, 273
—voice of affection, 72
—vulgar vehicles of passion

(English newspapers), 348
—a wall of separation between

Church & State, 352
—what the wand is to the sor-

cerer (plow), 9
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metaphors (continued)
—the waste of time, 182
—watchman at the helm, 286
—wave-worn mariner (ready

to retire), 281
—weapons of an old man, 206
—web of life is woven, 200
—wings of imagination, 298
—our wisest course (agricul-

ture), 6
—our wisest pursuit (agricul-

ture), 6
—wolf by the ear (slavery),

xxxvii, 305
—keep the wolf out of the fold

(tyrants), 170
—the womb of time, 49
—a young gardener, 11
—your road through life, 274
—your sun of joy, 97
military, 298–300; army, 298;

military command, 299;
navy, 299–300

Milligan, Joseph, 95, 169,
264, 266; id., 509

mischief, 214
misery, 222, 309, 374, 490
missionaries, 244, 369–70.

See also religion
moderation, 238
modesty, 14, 238
monarchy, xliii, 50, 132,

152–53, 157–58, 160,
163–64, 330, 400, 425,
438. See also aristocracy;
democracy

money, 10, 79, 81
monopolies, 251, 492
Monroe, James, xvi, 12, 34,

35, 43, 68, 73, 75, 97,

114–15, 115–16, 118,
140–41, 143, 152, 156, 168,
190, 192, 192–93 194–95,
196, 202, 206, 215, 219,
223, 236, 240, 299, 327,
328, 329, 331, 333, 337,
342, 348, 384, 389, 393,
431; described by TJ,
424–26; receives letter de-
scribing TJ, 460; id., 509

Montesquieu, Baron de, xl,
83, 452

Montgomery, Janet Liv-
ingston, 380

Monticello, xxvii–xxviii, 444.
See also Jefferson, Thomas,
daily routine of, library of

Montmorin, Comte de, 78,
234, 330; id., 509

Moore, Nathaniel, 266
morality, xviii, 27, 177, 228,

233, 241, 300–309, 328,
352, 366; and agriculture,
6; aid, 302; character, 303;
charity, 303–5; conscience,
305–6; doing good, 218,
306; doing what is right, 3,
73, 76, 108, 306–7; ends
justify the means, 307;
ethics, 36, 497; and foreign
affairs, 301; integrity, 241,
307, 322, 436; merchants
not driven by, 79; princi-
ples, 216, 219, 256, 307,
307–8, 332; repentance,
221, 308. See also slavery;
virtue

Morris, Gouverneur, 307; de-
scribes TJ, 451, 465–66,
469; id., 509
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Morris, Robert, 282; receives
letter describing TJ, 451;
id., 509

motivation, 214
mottos, 113, 272
mountains, springtime in the,

319
Moustier, Comte de, 54,

155–56, 206, 231; id., 509
Munford, William Green, 85,

179, 228, 316, 350; id., 509
music, xvii, 23, 85, 393, 444
Mussi, Joseph, 327; id., 509

Napoleon, liii, liv, 33, 318,
347, 462, 471. See also

France
national character, 211
natural aristocracy, 153
natural history, 7, 36, 313, 316
natural philosophy, 7, 36, 316
natural rights, 117–18, 122,

196. See also bill of rights;
freedom; liberty

natural world, 310–20;
botany, 310; chemistry, 7,
36, 265, 310, 316; climate,
295, 310–13, 319, 500;
emptiness, 313; flowers, lv,
310, 313; natural history, 7,
36, 313, 316; rainbows, 314;
rocks, 314; soil, 11, 12, 319;
springtime in the moun-
tains, 319; thermometer
readings, 319, 486; trees, lv,
lv–lvi, 319, 320. See also na-
ture; science

naturalization, 70
nature, 11, 21, 68, 101, 105,

108, 314, 366; as cure for

illness, 178; did not make
scientific classifications,
318; fits some for public
service, xxv. See also natural
world; science

navy, lii–liii, 299–300. See

also army; military
naysayers, 214
needle work, 393–94
neighbors, 4, 102, 215, 236,

283, 286, 369, 495–96. See

also friends; friendship;
hospitality

Nelson, Thomas, 303; id., 
509

Neuville, M. de, 111–12
New England, 45
New Haven, Conn., merchants

of, 154
New Orleans, liii
New York City and County

Republican Committee: de-
scribes TJ, 480–81

newspapers, xv, 32, 282, 334,
345, 346; TJ wants to stay
out of, 192, 341, 493; TJ
stops reading, xlviii, 498.
See also the press

Newton, Sir Isaac, 347, 376,
410

next generation, 215–16
Nicholas, John: describes TJ,

xxv, 461
Nicholas, Wilson Cary, 55, 59,

210; id., 509
Niemcewicz, Julien, 36; id.,

509
Niles, Nathaniel, 142
Noah, Mordecai Manuel,

371–72
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Norfolk, Va.: mayor and
aldermen, 71

Norvell, John, 42, 182, 199,
346–47; id., 509

obstacles, 294
occupation (keeping busy),

235, 236, 237, 291, 321. See

also industriousness
occupations, 321–23; doctors,

321; farmers, 8–11, 197;
lawyers, 321–22; mer-
chants, 322; teachers,
322–23

Odit, Monsieur, 283
old age, 25, 62, 225, 275–80,

286, 287, 496–97, 499,
500; and offering advice, 3.
See also death; memory, fail-
ing; senility

olives, 109
opinion, xxxiv, lii, 19, 90–93,

187, 363, 406
opportunity, 216–17
oppression, 41, 154, 374. See

also tyranny and tyrants
optimism, 239. See also cyni-

cism; hope; pessimism
order, 121, 122, 149, 152. See

also guidelines; protocol;
rules

Paganel, Pierre, 350
Page, John, 40, 60–61, 63,

66, 126–27, 128, 232, 235,
273, 364, 381; id., 509

Pahlen, Count Théordore, of
Russia, 218; id., 509

pain and pleasure, xvii, 240,
276, 280, 302, 323–26, 493

Paine, Thomas, 25, 38, 158;
described by TJ, 426; id.,
509

painters (artists), 21, 433–34
Panama Canal, 46
Paradise, Lucy Ludwell: de-

scribes TJ, 449
parenting, 105
parents, 4
Parker, Thomas B., 355–56
party spirit, 332–33, 396. See

also political parties
passions, 41, 56, 59, 75, 90,

239, 252, 284, 327, 366,
388, 411, 415, 458; clouds
judgment, 3

patents, 251
patience, 217, 332
patriotism, 4, 9, 70–71, 119,

256. See also public service;
statesmanship

Patterson, Robert, 89; id., 510
Peace Treaty (1783), xl, 397
peace, 242, 326–29, 371, 387.

See also war
Peale, Charles Willson, 8–9,

11, 128, 197, 248, 249–50;
id., 510

Pemberton, James, 271
Pendleton, Edmund, xxxiv;

described by TJ, 412, 427;
id., 510

Pennsylvania, 46
people, the, 138, 329–31, 389;

delusion of, 329–30; popu-
lation of, 330; rule of, xlvii,
117–18; safest depository of
government, 159–60; and
self government, 16, 19, 20,
48, 229, 330–31; ultimate
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arbiter, 138; used in French
Revolution, 120, 159. See

also democracy
perfectibility of government,

xiv, 154
perplexities, 89
perseverance, 217, 239. See

also firmness; fortitude;
steadfastness

persuasiveness, 217. See also

advice; argumentativeness
pessimism, 5, 240. See also

cynicism; optimism
Peters, Richard, 207; id., 

510
petitions, 154
philosophy, 278
Pickering, Timothy, 93, 239,

336, 368–69; described by
TJ, 427–29; describes TJ,
463–64, 474; id., 510

Pictet, Marc Auguste, 32, 121,
252, 315, 316, 343–44, 346;
id., 510

Pigott, Robert, 190; id., 
510

Pinckney, Charles Cotesworth,
l, li, liv; receives letter de-
scribing TJ, 459–60

Pinckney, Thomas, 9, 70, 113,
219–20, 281, 335, 385; id.,
510

plain dealing, 306
Pleasants, Robert, 140; id.,

510
Plumard de Ballanger,

Madame, 269
Plumer, William, 82, 191; de-

scribes TJ, lv, 473, 474–76,
477; id., 510

poetry, xxv, 23–24, 195, 265,
382, 415; Patrick Henry’s
oratory described as, 411,
412, 427

politeness, 188, 217–18. See

also kindness; manners
political parties, xlvii, 338–40,

491–92
politics, 331–42; and political

abuse, 333; and political ci-
vility, lii, 333–34; and po-
litical compromise, 91–92,
334–35; political dissension,
335; and political enemies,
335–36; and political inci-
vility, 336–38; and political
peacemakers, 341

Pope, Matthew, 390; id., 510
Poplar Forest, 496–97
pork barreling, 162, 341
Portugal, 49
post office, 162
pragmatism, 240
praise, 218
precedents, 154, 219, 261
prejudice, 240, 351. See also

bigotry; racism
presidency, 155; and demo-

cratic style of TJ as presi-
dent, 473; and election of
1800, l–li; and imperial
presidency, 476, 477; pre-
dicted TJ will be a good
president, 467–68, 470;
salary of TJ as president,
253; of TJ, li–lv, 252–58,
337–38, 371; TJ retires
from, lv–lix, 3, 253,
283–84; two-term limit for,
155, 170, 284, 492
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press, the, 133, 167, 342–50;
freedom of, 342, 343–45,
350, 492; preservation of
public records, 349–50;
printing, 350. See also

newspapers
Price, Chandler, 3
Price, Richard, 85, 138, 212,

292, 301, 374; id., 510
pride, 5, 240
Priestley, Joseph, 16, 59, 

154, 266–67, 312, 329; 
id., 510

primogeniture, xxxiii
principles, 216, 219, 256,

307–8, 332. See also ethics;
morality

privacy, 219. See also secrecy
private market, the, 81. See

also the economy
private meetings, 219
procrastination, 5, 7, 150,

219–20
progress, xlviii, 220, 315
promises, 71
proof, 220
property: protection of, 165,

167
prosperity, 15, 78, 121, 133,

387. See also happiness
protocol, 155–56. See also

guidelines; order; rules
prudence, 3, 76, 436
public accounts, 156
public approbation, 20, 68,

69, 72–73, 189, 218, 241,
284, 285, 428, 480–81. See

also public esteem
public confidence, 156
public credit, 81–82, 169

public debt, 82
public esteem, 118, 235. See

also public approbation
public good, 258. See also

general welfare
public opinion, 118, 192, 342.

See also public approbation
public service, xxv, 8, 68,

73–75, 118, 281, 283, 494.
See also patriotism; states-
manship

punctuality, 322

Quakers, 365, 370–71
qualities of the mind, 240–41.

See also character

racism, xxxviii, 351. See also

bigotry; prejudice; slavery
rainbows, 314
Ramsay, David, 41, 89, 153;

id., 510
Randolph, Edmund, 136, 272,

384, 389; described by TJ,
429–31; describes TJ, 446,
451–54; as governor of 
Va., 398; receives letters
describing TJ, 446, 455;
id., 510

Randolph, John, 91–92; id.,
510

Randolph, Martha Jefferson
(Patsy) (daughter), 44–45,
98, 100, 101, 102, 103,
130–31, 178, 223, 224, 235,
246–47, 289, 311, 316, 320,
321, 332; as TJ’s only sur-
viving child, 284; id., 510.
See also Jefferson, Martha
(Patsy)
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Randolph, Thomas Jefferson
(grandson), 3–4, 76,
187–88, 217–18, 406; id.,
510

Randolph, Thomas Mann, Jr.
(son-in-law), 3, 73, 89, 158,
166–67, 176, 177, 181, 213,
215, 228, 267–68, 268,
293–94, 315; id., 510

Randolph, Thomas Mann, Sr.,
105, 154, 322; id., 511

reading, 201, 289, 318, 497,
498, 499, 500. See also

books; classical writers; li-
braries; literature

reason, xii, 15, 19, 83, 91,
93–94, 134, 162, 178, 353,
368, 372

rebellion (as a good thing),
390–91; TJ criticized for
supporting, 462–63

reclusion, 220
recovery, 220
reflection, 239, 497
reform, 157–58, 167, 348–49
regrets, 294
religion, xviii, 352–55; Chris-

tianity, xxvii, 356–58, 457,
462, 469–70; the creation,
358–59; end of the world,
360; freedom of, xviii, xxxi-
ii, xxxiv, 133, 167, 264, 356,
360–63, 371, 492; God’s
will, 4, 60, 273, 287,
364–65; heaven, 338, 354,
365–66, 375; the hereafter,
xviii, lviii, 366, 457; mis-
sionaries, 244, 369–70; and
religious tolerance, 372; re-
pentance, 221, 308; separa-

tion of church and state, xiv,
352; the soul, 366, 372–73.
See also God; Jesus; Quak-
ers; Unitarianism

reminiscing, 67, 282. See also

memory
Remsen, Henry, 291; id., 511
repentance, 221, 308
republican form of govern-

ment, 16, 50, 132, 133, 153,
157–62, 192, 254, 260, 423

reputation, 75–76, 155
resistance, 391. See also rebel-

lion (as a good thing)
resolution, lv, 105, 221
responsibility, 76
restrictions, 294
retirement, 8, 281–88, 493
revolution, right of, xxxi, 118.

See also rebellion (as a good
thing)

Rhode Island, 78
Rhode Island General Assem-

bly, 78, 171
ridicule, 221
Ritchie, Thomas, 137,

259–60; id., 511
Rittenhouse, David, 431–32;

described by TJ, 431–32;
id., 511

road building, 162–63
Roane, Spencer, 55–56, 82,

216, 259, 261, 278, 279,
288, 392; id., 511

Robinson, Moses, 356–57; id.,
511

rocks, 314
Rodney, Caesar A., 131, 207,

231, 387, 496; id., 511
Rogers, Dr., 303
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Rome, xlvii, 16, 172, 175;
Julius Caesar, 410, 459;
Horace, 500; Latin, xii,
xxvii; Livy, 271; Plutarch,
413; Sallust, 271; Tacitus,
271, 272, 347. See also clas-
sical writers

Roscoe, William, 43, 83; id.,
511

Rose, Charles, 493
Ross, David, 211; id., 511
rotation in office, 170. See 
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