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'THOMAS jeFFeRSO A
Jl recur again to this subject, towards the close ot my
I sba if I $hou1d have life and resolution enough to reach that
stor)': for I am already tired of talking about myself.
ter;he bill on the subject of slaves, was a mere digest of the
. f1og Jaws respecting them, without any intimation of a
e~:n ror a future and general emancipation. It was thought bet·
P that this should be kept back, and attempted only by way
t~r amendment, whenever the bill should be brought on. The
0
. ciples of the amendment, however, were agreed on, that
say the freedom of all born after a certain day, and de15 tatio~ at a proper age. But it was found that the public
~~d would not yet bear the proposition, nor will it bear it
1111
en at this day. Yet the day is not distant when it must bear
:~d adopt it, or worse will follow. Nothing is more certainly
ritten in the book of fate, than that these people are to be
7ree: nor is it less certain that the two races, equally free, cannot Ji,·e in the same government. N'ature, habit, opinion have
(frawn 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 insensibly, and their place be, pari pasm/ filled up by
free white laborers. If, on the contrary, it is left to force itself
on human nature must shudder at the prOipect held up. \\' e
sh~uld in vain look for an example in the Spanish deportation
or deletion of the Moors. This precedent would fall far short of

pn:O

our case.
I consider four of these bills, passed or reported, as forming
a svstem by which ev~ry fibre would be eradicated of ancient
or future aristocracy; and a foundation laid for a govemmP.nt
truly republican. The repeal of the laws of entail would prevent the accumulation and perpetuation of wealth, in select
families, and preserve the soil of the country from being daily
more and more absorbed in mortmain. The abolition of primogeniture, and equal partition of inheritances, removed the
feudal and unnatural distinctions which made one member of
1.

On an equal basis.
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·as enough; if not. I thought it sufficient to SUAAest the omis\\·on without going into a repetition of what had been already
~id' by others: that this was a waste and abu~e of the time
and patience of the House, which could not be juslified. And I
believe, that if the members of deliberate bodies were to observe this course generally, they would do in a day, what takes
them a week; and it is really more que~tionable, tban may at
first be thought, whether Bonaparte's dumb legislature, which
said nothing, and did much, may not be preferable to one
which talks mucl1, and docs nothing. I served with General
\Vashin~ton in the legislature of Virginia, before the revolution, and, during it, with Dr. Franklin in Congress. I never
beard either of them speak ten minutes at a time, nor to any
but the main point, which was to decide the question. They
laid their shoulders to the great points, knowing that the lillie
ones would follow of themselves. If the present Congress errs
in too much talking, how can it be otherwise, in a body to
which the people send one hundred and ftfty lawyers, whvse
trade it is to question everything, yicld nothing, and talk by
the hour? That one hundred and fifty law)lers should do business together, ought not to be expected. But to return again to
our subject.
Those who thought seven States competent to the ratification, being very restless under the loss of their motion, I proposed, on the third of January, to meet them on middle
ground, and therefore moved a resolution, which premised, that
there were but seven States present, who were unanimous for
the ratification, but that they differed in opinion on the question of competency; that those howe,·er in the negative were
unwilling that any powers which it might be supposed they
possessed, should remain unexercised for the restoration of
peace, provided it could be done, saving their good faith, and
without importing any opinion of Congress, that seven States
were competent, and resolving that the treaty be ratified so far
as they had power; that it should be transmitted to our ministers, with instructions to keep it uncommunicated; to endeavor
61
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b·s brother,, to the Assembly, and there read to them a speech,
.~ which be asked their interposition to re-establish order. Al~ougb couched in terms of some caution, yet the manner in
~h ich it was delivered, made it evident that it was meant as
~ surrender at discretion. He returned to the Chateau on foot,
accompanied by the Assembly. They sent off a deputation to
quiet Paris, at the head of which was the l\Iarquis de La Fayette, who had, the same morning, been named Commandant
en chef of the i\1ilice Bourgeoise; and Monsieur Bailly, former
president of the States General, was called for as Pre,·ot des
i\farchands. The demolition of the Bastile was now ordered
and begun. A body of the Swiss guards, of the regiment of
Ventimille, and the city horse guards joined the people. The
alarm at Versailles increased. The foreign troops were ordered
off instantly. Every Minister resigned. The King confirmed
Bailly as Prevot des ~Iarchands, wrote to M. Necker, to recall him, sent his letter open to the Assembly, to be forwarded
by them, and invited them to go wilh him to Paris the next
day, to satisfy the city of his dispositions; and that night, and
the next morning, the Count d'Artois, and l\1. de l\1ontesson,
a deputy connected with him, Madame de Polignac, }1adame
de Guiche, and the Count de Vaudreuil, favorites of the Queen,
the Abbe de Vermont her confessor, the Prince of Conde, and
Duke of Bourbon fled. The King came to Paris, leaving the
Queen in consternation for his return. OmitLing the less important figures of the procession, the King's carriage was in the
centre; on each side of it, the Assembly, in two ranks a
foot; at their head the 1\Iarquis de La Fayette, as Commanderin-chief, on horseback, and Bourgeois guards before and behind. About sixty thousand citizens, of all fo rms and conditions, armed with the conquest of the Bastile and Invalids, as
far as they would go, the rest with pistols, swords, pikes, pruning-hooks, scythes, &c., lined all the streets through which the
procession passed, and with the crowds of people in the streets,
doors, and windows, saluted them everywhere with the cries o f
"vive Ia nation," but not a single "vive le Roi" was heard.
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odem history. I have ever believed, that bad there been no
IJ\ueen, there would have been no revolution. No force would
~ave been provoked, ncr exercised: The King would have gone
hand in hand with the wisdom of his sounder counsellors, who,
uided by the increased lights of the age, wished only, with the
~me pace, to advance the principles of their social constitution. The deed which closed the mortal course of these sovereigns, I shall neither approve nor condemn. I am not prepared to say, that the first magistrate of a nation cannot
commit treason against his country, or is unamenable to its
punishment; nor yet, that where there is no written law, no
re"ulated tribunal, there is not a law in our hearts, and a
~wer in our hands, given for righteous employment in maintaining right, and redressing wrong. Of those who judged the
Ring, many thought him wilfuJly crim inal ; many, that his
existence would keep the natirm in perpetual conflict with the
horde of Kings who would war against a generation which
might come home to themselves, and that it were better that
one should die than all. T should not have voted with this portion of the legislature. I should have shut up the Queen in a
convent, putting harm out o f her power and placed th'! King
in his station, investing him with limited powers, which, I verily believe, be would have honestly exercised, according to
the measure of his understanding. In this way, no v<''d would
bave been created, courting the usurpation of a military adventurer, nor occasion given for those enormities which demoralized the nations of the world, and destroyed, and is yet
to destroy, millions and millions of its inhabitants. There are
three epochs in history, signalized by the total extinction of
national morality. The first was o f the successors of Alexander,
not omitting himself: The next, the successors of the first
Caesar: The third, our own age. This was begun by the partition of Poland, followed by that of the treaty of Pilnitz; next
the conflagration of Copenhagen; then the enormities of Bonaparte, partitioning the earth at his will, and devastating it
with fire and sword ; now the conspiracy of Kings, the sue·
105
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cessors of Bonaparte blasphemously calling themselves the
H oly Alliance, and tr~ading in the footsteps of their incarcer.
ated leader; not yet, indeed, usurping the government of other
nations, avowedly and in detail, but controlling by their armiea
the forms in whlch they will permit them to be governed; and
reserving, in petto, the order and extent of .the ~surpati~na
further meditated. But I will return from a dtgresston, antac{.
paled, too, in time, into which I have been led by reflectioa
on the criminal passions which refused to the world a favor.
able occasion of saving it from the affiictions it bas since suf.
fered.
:\1. l':ecker had reached Baste before be was overtaken bJ
the letter of the King, inviting him back to resume the offq
he bad recently left. H e returned immediately, and all tbe
other Ministers having resigned, a new administration "•
named, to wit: St. Priest and i\Iontmorin were restored; the
Archbishop of Bordeaux was appointed Garde d.e~ Sceaux, La
T our du Pin, Minister of War; La Luzerne, Mm•ster of .Marine. This last was believed to have been effected by t he fnendship of Montmorin; for although differing in politics, they coa.
ti:1ued firm in friendship, and Luzerne, although not a n able
man, was thought an honest one. And the Prince of Bauvaa
was taken into the Council.
even Princes of the blood Royal, six ex-Ministers, and maDf
of the high 'oblesse, having fled , and the present l\Iinistera,.
except Luzerne, being all of the popular party,. all the functionaries of government moved, for the present, m perfect bu.
.
mony.
In the evening of August the 4th, and on the mot•on of the
Viscount de Noailles brother in law of La Fayette, t he
sembly abolished all {itles of rank, all the abusive privile~es .
feudalism the tithes and casuals of the Clergy, all Provmc:ill
privileges: and, in fine, the Feudal regimen generally. To tbe
suppression of tithes, the Abbe Sieyes was vehemently opr.
posed; but his learned and logical arguments ~ere u~heeded,
and his estimation lessened by a contrast of hiS egoiSm <f•
tot\
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be was beneficed on them), with the ~enerous abandonn\ent
of rights by the other members of the Assembly. :\Iany days
were emplo) ed in putting into the iorm of Jaws, the numerous
demolitions of ancient abu~es; which done, they proceeded to
the preliminary work of a Declaration of Rights. There being
much concord of sentiment on the elements of this instrument,
it was liberally framed, and passed with a very general approbation. They then appointed a Committee for the "reduction
of a projet" of a constitution, at the head of which was the
Archbishop of Bordeaux. I received from him, as chairman of
the Committee, a letter of July 2oth, requesting me to attend
and assist at their deliberations; but I excused myself, on the
obvious considerations, that my mission was to the King as
Chief ~Iagistrate of the nation, that my duties were limited to
the concerns of my own country, and forbade me to intermeddle with the internal transactions of that, in which I had
been received under a specific character only. Their plan of a
constitution was discussed in sections, and so reported froll'
time to time, as agreed to by the Committee. The first respected the general frame of the government; and that thi~
should be formed into three departments, Executive, Legisla·
tive and Judiciary, was generally agreed. But when they proceeded to subordinate developments, many and various shades
of opinion came into conflict, and schism, strongly marked,
broke the Patriots into fragments of very discordant principles.
The first question, Whether there should be a King? met with
no open opposition; and it was readily agreed, that the government of France should be monarchical and hereditary. Shall
the King have a negative on the laws? shall that negative be
absolute, or suspensive only? Shall there be two Chambers of
Legislation, or one only? If two, shall one of them be hereditary? or for life? or for a fixed term? and named by the King?
or elected by the people? These questions found strong differences of opinion, and produced repulsive combinations
among the Patriots. The Aristocracy was cemented by a common principle, of preserving the ancient regime, or whatever
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should be nearest to it. Making this lheir polar star, they
moved in phalanx, gave preponderance on e\'ery question to
the minorities of the Patriots, and alwayc;, to those who advocated lhe least change. The features of the new con-;titutiOD
were thus assuming a fearful aspect, and great alarm was pro.
duced among the honest Patriots by these dissensions in thf!ir
ranks. In this uneasy state of things, 1 received one day a
note from the Marquis de La Fayette, informing me that he
should bring a party of six or eight friends to ask a dinner of
me the next day. I assured him of their welcome. Wh(•n they
arrived, they were La Fayette himself, Duport, Barnave, ,\lexander Ia Meth, Blacon, I\Iounier, M au bourg, and Dagout,
These were leading Patriots, of honest but differing opinions,
c;ensible of the necessity of effecting a coalition by mutual
sacrifices, knowing each other, and not afraid, therefore, to
unbosom themselves mutually. This last was a material principle in the selection. With this view, the ~larquis had invited
the conference, and bad fixed the time and pbce inadvertently,
as to the embarrassment under which it mi~ht place me. The
cloth being removed, and wine set on the tahle, after the American manner, the )1arquis introduced the objects of the conference, by summarily reminding them of tl1e stale of things in
tlle Assembly, the course which tlle principles of tlle Constitution were taking, and the inevitable result, unless checked by
more concord among the Patriots themselves. He observed,
that although he also had his opinion, he was ready to sacrifice it to that of his brethren of tlle same cause; but that a
common opinion must now be formed, or the Aristocracy woukl
carry C\'Crything, and that, whatever they should now agree on,
he at the head of the National force, would maintain. The
d~ussions began at the hour of four, af!d were continued tiD
ten o'clot:k in tlle evening; during which time, I was a silent
witness to a coolness and candor of argument, unusual in the
conflicts of political opinion; to a logical reasoning, and chaste
eloquence, disfigured by no gaudy tinsel of rhetoric or declamation, and truly worthy of being placed in parallel with the fin~1 U<fOBIOGRA
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est dialogues. of antiquity, as banded to us by Xenopbon, b)
Plato and C•cero. The result was, that the King should have
a. suspensive veto on tlle laws, that tlle legislature should be
composed of a single body only, and that to be chosen by lhe
peOPle. T_his Concor~ate decided ~e. fate of the constitution.
The Patnots all ralhed to the pnnoples thus setl1ed, carried
every question agreeably to them, and reduced the Aristocracy
to insignificance and impotence. But duties of exculpation were
now incumbent on me. I waited on Count Montmorin the next
morning, and explained to him, with truth and candor, bow it
bad happened that my house had been made the scene of conferences of such a character. He told me, he already knew
everything which had passed, that so far from taking umbrage
at the use made of my house on that occasion, he earnestly
wished I would habitually assist at such conferences, being
sure I should be useful in moderating tlle warmer spirits, and
promoting a wholesome and practicable reformation only. l
told him, I knew too well the duties I owed to the King, to the
nation, and to my own country, to take any part in councils
concerning their internal government, and lhat I should perse,·ere, with care, in the character of a neutral and passive
spectator, with wishes only, and very sincere ones, that those
measures might prevail which would be for tlle greatest good
of the nation. 1 have no doubts, indeed, that this conference
was previ~usly known and approved by this honest :Minister,
who was m confidence and communication with the Patriots.
and wished for a reasonable reform of the Constitution.
Here I discontinue my relation of the French Revolution.
The minuteness with which [ have so far given its details, is
disproportioned to the general scale of my narrative. But I
have thought it justified by the interest which the whole world
must take in this Revolution. As yet, we are but in the first
chapter of its history. The appeal to the rights of man, which
had been made in tlle United States, was taken up by France,
first of the European nations. From her, the spirit has c;pread
over those of ilie South. T he tyrants of the North have allied
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indeed against it; but it is irresistible. Their opposition "ill
only multiply its millions of human victims; their own satet.
lites will catch it, and the condition of man through the civi).
ized world, will be fmally and greally ameliorated. This is 1
wonderful in:.tance of great events from small cauc;cs. o in.
scrutable is the arrangement of causes and consequences in tJUi
world, that a two-penny duty on tea, unjustly imposed il'\~
sequestered part of it, changes the condition of all its in.
habitants. I ha,·e been more minute in relating the early transactions of this regeneration, because I was in circumstances
peculiarly favorable for a knowledge of the tntth. Possc~sina
the confidence and intimacy of the leading Patriots, and more
than all, of the ~farquis Fayette, their head and Atlas, who had
no secrets from me, T learned with correctness the \'iews and
proceedings of that party; while my intercourse with the diplomatic missionaries of Europe at Paris, all of thf'm with the
court, and eager in prying into its councils and proceedings,
gave me a knowledge of these also. l\l y information was a}.
ways, and immediately committed to writing, in letters to Mr.
jay, and often to my friends, and a recurrence to these letters
now insures me against errors of memory.
These opportunities of information ceased at this period,
with my retirement from this interesting scene of action. 1 had
been more than a year soliciting leave to go home, with a view
to place my' daughters in the society and care of their friends,
and to return for a short time to my station at Paris. But tbe
metamorphosis through which our government was then passing from its Chrysalid to its Organic form suspended its actioa
in a great degree; and it was not till the last of August, that I
received the permission I bad asked. And here, I cannot leave
this great and good country, without expressing my sense of
its pre-eminence of character among the nations of the earth.
A more benevolent people I have never known, nor greater
.varmth and devotedness in their select friendships. Their kind·
ness and accommodation to strangers is unparalleled, and the
hospitality of Paris is beyond anything I bad conceived to
IIO
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N these three volumes will be found copies of the official
opinions given in writing by me to General Washington,
while I was Secretary of State, with sometimes the documents
belonging to the case. Some of these are the rough draughts,
some press copies, some fair ones. In the earlier part of my act·ng in that office, I took no other note of the passing transac~ions; out after awhile, I saw the importance of doing it in aid
of my memory. Very often, therefore, I made memorandums
011 Joose scraps of paper, taken out of my pocket in the moment, and laid by to be copied fair at leisure, which, however,
they hardly ever were. These scraps, therefore, ragged, rubbed,
and scribbled as they were, I had bound with the others by a
binder who came into my cabinet, did it under my own eye,
and without the opportunity of reading a single paper. At this
day, after the lapse of twenty-five years, or more, from their
dates, I have given to the whole a calm revisal, when the passions of the time are passed away, and the reasons of the transactions act alone on the judgment. Some of the informations I
had recorded, are now cut out from the rest, because I have
seen that they were incorrect, or doubtful, or merely personal
or private, with which we have nothing to do. I should perhaps have thought the rest not worth preserving, but for their
testimony against the only history of that period, which pretends to have been compiled from authentic and unpublished
documents.

I

But a short review of facts . . . will show, that the contests
of that day were c.ontests of principle, between OieadVocales
of republican, and those of kingly government, and that bad
not the former made the efforts they did, our government
would have been, even at this early day, a very different thing
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tives of interest or consanguinity, of ~riend~p or hatred, be.
ing able to bias his decision. He was, mdeed, m ~very sense Clf
the words, a wise, a good, and a great man.
temper 1111
naturally irritable and high toned; but reflection and reso~a.
tion had obtained a firm and habitual ascendency O\'er it. lf
ever, however, il broke its bonds, he was most tremendoua t.
his wrath. In his expenses he was honorable, but exact; lilieQJ
in contributions to whatever pro~ised utility; but fro~
and unyielding on all visionary projects~ a~d all un~orthy calla
on his charity. !lis heart was not warm m 1ts afi~t10ns; buu1
exactly calculated every man's value, and gave h1m a solid ea.
teem proportioned to it. H is person, you know, was fine, hla
stature exactly what one would wish, his deportment easy, erert
and noble· the best horseman of his age, and the most grace.
ful figure ' that could be seen on horseback. Although in 111e
circle of his friends, where he might be unreserved wilh safety
he took a free share in conversation, his colloquial talents .....
not above mediocrity, possessing neither copiousness of i~
nor fluency of words . In public, when called on for a sudcJa
opinion, he was unready, short and embarrassed. Yet he W1Qfe
readily, rather diffusely, in an easy and correct st~l e. This lie
had acquired by conversation with the world~ for h~s educa~
was merely reading, writing and common anthmet1c, to wblcl
he added surveying at a later day. His time was employe~~
in action chiefly, reading little, and that only in agricultat
and English history. His correspondence became necessutJ
extensive, and, with journalizing his agricultural proceedblp,
occupied most of his leisure hours withi~ doors: On the ~
liis character was, in its mass, perfect, m n~thmg bad, lD lelt
points indifferent; and it may truly be sa1d, that never eM
nature and fortune combine more perfectly to make a great, and to place him in the same constellation ."';th
ever worthies have merited from man an everlastmg remea.
brance. For his was the singular destiny and merit, of lead!~~
the armies of his country successfully through an arduoil
war for the establishment of its independence; of conduc:till

its cou~cil.s through. t~e birth of a government, new in its forrm
pnn~1ples, unt1l 1t had sellled down into a quiet and orMrl~' tram.; and of sc.r~pulously. ?beying the laws through the
bole of h1s career, CIVIl and mll1tary, of which the history of
~e world furni!'h~ no other example.
.... I am sat1sfied the great body of republicans think of
)liJI\ as .I do. We w~r~, indeed, disssatisfied with him on his
ratificalJOn of the Bnt1sh treaty. But this was short lived. We
~ew his honesty, the wiles with which be was encompassed,
and that age had already begun to relax the firmness of his
purposes; an~ I am convinced h': is more deeply seated in the
)ore and gratitude of the republicans, than in the Pharisaical
b<Jmage of the federal monarchists. For he was no monarchist
frOOl preference of his judgment. The soundness of that gave
biOI correct views of the rights of man, and his severe justice
devoted him to them. Jle has often declared to me that be
considered our new Constitution as an e>..'periment on tbe practtcability of republican government, and with what dose of
Jjbcrty man could be trusted for his own good; that be was
Jttermined the experiment should have a fair trial, and would
Jose the last drop or his blood in support of it. And these declarations he repeated to me the oftener and more pointedly,
))eeause he knew my suspicions of Colonel Hamilton's views
and probably had heard from him the same declarations which
1had, to wit, "that the British constitution, with its unequal
rtPrescntation, corruption and other existing abuses, was the
roo:t perfect government which had ever been established on
rarib, and that a reformation of those abuses would make it
an impracticable government." I do believe that General \\'ash~oo had not a firm confidence in the durability of our gO\'cmment. He was naturally distrustful of men. and inclined to
(lOOmy apprehensions; and I was e\·er persuaded that a befit! that we must at length end in something like a British
ron5titution, had some we~ht in his adoption of the ceremonies
of levees, birthdays, pompous meetings with Congress, and
~er forms or the same character, calculated to prepare us
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TO ROBERT SKlP\\fTH

I

M onticcllo, Aug. J, 1771
. . . A little attention however to the nature of the
human mind evinces that the entertainments of fiction are useful as well as pleasant. That they arc pleasant when well written
verY person feels who reads. But wherein is its utility asks the
eeve~end sage, big with the notion that nothing can be useful
~ut the learned lumber of Greek and Roman reading with
which his head is stored ?
1 answer, everything is useful which contributes to f1x in th<
principles and practices of virtue. \\'hen any original act ol
charitY or of gratitude, for instance, is presented either to ou1
sight or ima~ination, we are deeply impressed with its beauty
and feel a strong desire in ourselves of doing charitable and
grateful acts also. On the contrary when we see or read of any
atrocious deed, we are disgusted with its deformity, and con·
ceive an abhorrence of vice. row every emotion of this kind is
an exercise of our virtuous dispositions, and dispositions of the
mind, like limbs of Lhe body acquire strength by exercise. But
exercise produces habit, and in the instance of which we speak
the exercise being of the moral feelings produces a habit of
thinking and acting virtuously. \\' e never reflect whether th~
story we read be truth or fiction. 1f the painting be lively, ana
a tolerable picture of nature, we are thrown into a reverie, from
which if we awaken it is the fault of the writer. I appeal to
every reader of feeling and sentiment whether the fictitious
murder of Duncan by ?lfacbeth in Shakespeare does not excite
in him as great a horror of villainy, as the real one of Henry I V.
by Ravaillac as related by Davila? And whether the fidelity
of ~elson and generosity of Blandford in !\Iarmontel do not
dilate his breast and elevate his sentiments as much as any
similar incident which real history can furnish? Does he not in
1.

Robert Skipwith was a member or a well-to-do \'irginia ramily

and an in-law or J effersoo.
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man while reading them, and p rivately
better
a
fact feel himself
covenant to copy the fair example? \\'e neither know nor care
whether Lawrence Sterne really went to France, whether be
was there accosted by the Franciscan, at first rebuked him un.
kindly, and then gave him a peace offering: or whether the
whole be not fiction. J n either case we equally are sorrowful at
the rebuke, and secretly resolve we will never do so: we are
pleased with the subsequent atonement, and view wi th emu)a.
lion a soul candidly acknowledging its fault and making a just
reparation. Considering history as a moral exercise, her lessons
would be too infrequent if confmed to real life. Of those recorded by historians few incidents have been attended with
such circumstances as to excite in any high degree this syrn.
pathetic emotion of virtue. \Ye arc, therefore, wisely fra med to
be as warmly interested for a fictitious as for a real personage,
T he field of imagination is thus laid open to our use and lessons
may be formed to illustrate and carry home to the heart every
moral rule of life. Thus a lively and lasting sense of fi lial duty
is more effectually impressed on the mind of a son or dauRhter
by reading .King Lear, than by all the dry volumes of ethics,
and divinity that ever were written. This is my idea of weDwritten Romance, of Tragedy, Comedy and Epic poetry . . • •
TO

Da.

WILLTA.c'J: SMALL

1

May 7, 1775
DEAR SrR,- Within this week we have received the unhappy news of an action of considerable magnitude, between
the King's troops and our brethren of Boston, io which it is
said five hundred of the former, with the Earl of Percy, are
slain. That such an action has occurred, is undoubted, though
perhaps the circumstances may not have reached us with truth.
This accident has cut off our last hope of reconciliation, and
a phrensy of revenge seems to have seized all ranks o f people.

r. Dr. William Small, Scottish professor al William and Mary, wu
the greatest intellectual inBuence on Jefferson during his college days.
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shows their firm persuasion, that we shall never unite to SUp.
press their commerce, or even to impede it. I think their hostility
towards us is much more deeply rooted a t present, than duriDc
the war. I n the arts, the most striking thing I saw there, new
was the application of the principle of the steam-engine to
mills. I saw eight pair of stones which a re worked by steam
and there are to be set up thirty pair in the same house. An hU0:
d red bushels o f coal a day, are consumed a t present. I do not
k now in what proportion the consumption will be increased by
the additional geer . ...

abandoned con~~>Jer::~.cy against the happiness of the mass o f
the people. The cmnipotence of their effect cannot be better
pro\'ed, than in this country particularly, where, notwithstand
ing the finest soil upo.1 earth, the finest climate under heaven.
and a people of the most bene\'olent, the most gay and amiable:
character of which the human form is susceptible; where such
a people, I sa}, surrounded by so many blessings from n:.tlure,
are loaded with misery, by kings. nobles, and priests, and by
them alone. Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance
establish and improve the law for educating the common pro
pie. Let our countrymen know, that the people alone can pro
teet 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 and nobles, who will rise up among
us if we leave the people in ignorance. The people of England,
I think. are less oppressed t han here. But it needs but ha lf a n
eye to see, when among them, tha t the foundation is laid in
their dispositions for the establishment of a despotism. No·
bility, wealth, a nd pomp a re the objects o f their admiration.
They are by no means the free-m inded people we suppose them
in America. Their learned men, too, are few in number, and a r'e
Jess learned, and infinitely less emancipa ted from p rej udice,
than those of this country .. . .

8fisl

T O M R. W YTH E

I

Paris, Auguse 13, I?86
•... Tf a ll the sovereigns o f Europe were to set themselves to work, to emancipate the minds of their subjects from
~heir present ignora nce a nd prejudices, and that, as zealously
as they now endeavor the contrary, a thousand years would not
place them on that high ground, on which our common people
are now setting out. Ours could not have been so fairly placed
under the control o f the common sense o f the people, had they
not been separated from their parent stock, and kept from
contamination, either from them, or the other people of the
old world, by the intervention of so wide an ocean. T o know
the worth of this, one must see the want of it here. I think by
far the most important b ill in our whole code, is that for the
diffusion of knowledge among the people. ~o other sure foundat ion can be devised, for the preservation of freedom and happiness. If anybody thinks that kings, nobles, or priests are good
conservators of the public happiness, send him here. It is the
best school in {heuniverse fci cure him of that folly. H e will see
here, with his own eyes, that these descriptions of men are 8D
t. After graduating from William and Mary, J efferson studied law
onder George Wythe, one of the most celebrated jurists of his day, who
later became Je fferson's warm friend.
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TO :.\I RS. COSWAY

1

Paris, October r 2, 178d

Mv DEAR :'.IADAM,-Haviog performed the last sad
office of handing you into your carriage, at the pavilion de St.
Denis, and seen the wheels get actually into motion, T turned
on my heel and walked, more dead than a li\'e, to the opposite
door, where my own was awaiting me. :\I r. Danquerville was
r. Maria Cos.vay, a famous Italian-English beauty and accomplish~-i
plinter, captivated Jefferson during his stay in Paris.
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'ts burthen, we must divide it with one another. Bul ·~\ u~ no.v
c>.,; you have
put into one scale the burthens of friendship, lei me put its
comforts into the other. \Yhen languishing then •tnder disease,
hoW grateful is the solace of our friends! bow are we penetrated
with their assiduities and attentions! how much are we supported by their encouragements and kind offices! \Yhen heaven
has taken from us some object of our love, bow sweet is it to
ha,•e a bosom whereon to recline our heads, and into which we
rna)' pour the torrent of our tears! Grief, with such a comfort,
is almost a luxury! In a life, where we are perpetually exposed
to want and accident, yours is a wonderful proposition, to insulate ourseh·es, to retire from all aid, and to wrap ourselves in
the mantle of self-sufficiency! For, assuredly, nobody will care
for him who cares for nobody. But friendship is precious, not
only in the shade, but in the sunshine of life; and thanks to a
benevolent arrangement of things, the greater part of life is
sunshine. I will recur for proof to the days we have lately
passed. On these, indeed, the sun shone brightly. How gay did
the face of nature appear! Hills, valleys, chateaux, gardens,
rivers, every object wore its liveliest hue! \\'hence did they
borrow it? From the presence of our charming companion
They were plc:tsing, because she seemed pleased. Alone, the
scene would have been dull and insipid: the participation of it
with her gave it relish. Let the gloomy monk, sequestered from
the world, seek unsocial pleasures in the bottom of his cell I
Let the sublimated philosopher grasp visionary happiness, wnilc.
pursuing phantoms dressed in the garb of truth ! Their supreme wisdom is supreme folly; and they mistake for happiness the mere absence of pain. Had tl1ey ever felt the solid
Jl!!!asure of one generous spasm of the heart, they ,;ould exchange for it all the frigid speculations of their lives, which you
have been vaunting in such elevated terms. Believe me, then,
my friend, that that is a mio;erable arithmetic which could esti·
mate friendo;hip at nothjng, or at Jeo;s than nothing. Respect for
you has induced me to enter into this discussion, and to hear

~ry the virtue of your mathematical balance, and
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principles u~tered which I detest _and abjure. Respect for m •
self now obhges me to recall you mto the proper limits of
office. \\'ben nature asgi~ned us the same habitation, she gaur
us_ over it a divided empire. To, you. she_ allo~ted the field:
sc1ence; to me, that of morals. \\ben the ctrcle IS to be squared
or the orbit of a comet to be traced; when the arch of greatest
strength, or the solid of least resistance, is to be investigated
take_ up the ~roble~; it is you.rs; nat~re has given me ~
cognuance of 1t. In hke manner, m den),ng to you the feelings
of sympathy, of benevolence, of gratitude, of justice, of love of
friendship, she has excluded you from their control. To th~
she has adapted the mechanism of the heart. Morals were t~
essential to the happiness of man, to be risked on the uncertain
combinations of the head. She laid their foundatio n, therefore
in sentiment, not in science. That she gave to all, as necessa~
to all; this to a few only, as sufficing with a few. I know, in.
deed, that you pretend authority to the sovereign control of our
conduct, in all its parts; and a respect for your grave saws and
maxims, a desire to do what is right, has sometimes induced m'e
to conform to your counsels. A few facts, however, which 1
can readily recall to your memory, will suffice to prove to you
that nature has not organized you for our moral direction:
When the poor, wearied soldier whom we overtook at Chicka.
hominy, with his pack on his back, begged us to let him get
up behind our chariot, you began to calculate that the road was
full of c;oldiers, and that if all should be taken up, our horses
would fail in their JOurney. \\"e drove on therefore. But, soon
becoming sensible you had made me do wrong, that, though
we cannot relieve all the distressed, we should relieve as many
as we can, I turned about to take up the soldier ; but he had
entered a bye-path, and was no more to be found; and from
that moment to this, I could never find him out, to ask his
forgiveness. Again, when the poor woman came to ask a charity in Philadelphia, you whispered that she looked like a drunk·
ard, and that half a dollar was enough to give her for the alebouse. Those who want the dispositions to give, easily find rea-

'rllOil!A S J eFFER SO.V
sons why they ought not to give. When I sought her out afterwards and did what I should have done at first, you know that
she en;ployed the money immediately towards placing her child
t school. H our country, when pressed with wron~ at the
~int of the bayonet, hdd been governed by its heads instead
of its hearts, where should we have been now? Hanging on a
gallows as high as Haman's. You began to calculate, and to
compare wealth and numbers: we threw up a few pulsations of
our blood; we supplied enthusiasm against wealth and numbers; we put our existence to the hazard, when the hazard
seemed against us, and we saved our country: justifying, at the
same time, the ways of Providence, whose precept is, to do always what is right, and leave the issue to Him. In short, my
friend, as far as my recollection serves me1 I do not know that
I ever did a good thing on your suggestion, or a dirty one without il. I do forever, then, disclaim your interference in my
provi11ce. fill paper as you please with triangles and squares:
try how many ways you can hang and combine them together.
1 shall never envy nor control your sublime delights. But leave
me to decide, when and where friendships are to be contracted.
You say, I contract them at random. o you said the woman
at Philadelphia was a drunkard. I receive none into my cs·
teem, till I know they are worthy of it. Wealth, title, offtce,
are no recommendations to my friendship. On the contrary,
great good quali ties are requisite to make amends for their having wealth, title, and office. You confess, that, in the present
<.ase, I could not have made a worthier choice. You only object,
that I was so soon to lose them. We are not immortal ourselves,
my friend~ how can we expect our enjoyments to be so? \\'e
have no rose without its thorn; no pleasure without alloy. ll is
the law of our existence; and we must acquiesce. Tt is the condition annexed to all our pleasures, not by us who receive, but
by him who gives them. True, this condition is pressing cruelly
on me at this moment. I feel more fit for death than life. But,
when I look back on the pleasures of which it is the consequence, I am conscious they were worth the price I am pay-
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We have had incessant rains since your departure. These
make me fear for your health, as well as that you had an uncomfortable journey. The same cause has prevented me from
being able to give you any account of your friends here. This
voyage to Fontaineblea~ will probably send t~e Count de
1\foustier and the Marqutse de Brehan, to Amenca. Danquerville promised to visit me, but has not done it as yet. De Ia
Tude comes sometimes to take family soup with me, and entertains me with anecdotes of his ftve and thirty years' imprisonment. How fertile is the mind of man, which can make
the Bastile and dungeon of Vincennes yield interesting anecdotes! You know this was for making four verses on Madame
de Pompadour. But I think you told me you did not know the
verses. They were these: "Sans esprit, sa11S sentiments, Sans ctre
b ~lle, ni neuve, En France on peut avoir le premier amant:
p 0111 padour en est l'~preuve." 1 I have read the memoir of hi~
three escapes. As to myself, my health is good, except my wrist
which mends slowly, and my mind which mends not at a-11, but
broods constantly over your departure. The lateness of the season obliges me to decline my journey into the south of France.
Present me in the most friendly terms to :\Ir. Cosway, and receive me into your own recollection with a partiality and
warmth, proportioned not to my own poor merit, but to the
sentiments of sincere affection and esteem, with which T have
the honor to be, my dear Madam, your most obedient bumble
servant.
TO j AMES ~1ADtSON

Paris, December 16, 1786
.... To make us one nation as to foreign concerns, and
keep us distinct in domestic ones, gives the outline of the
proper division o f powers between the general and particular
1. "Without brains or feeling, I Without beauty or youth, I In Francr
one may have the first of lo\·ers: I There's Pompadour for proof."
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papers, or ncwc;papers ~ithout a government, I should not
hesitate a moment to prefer the IaUer. But I should mean that
ever) man should receive those papers, and be capable of
reading them. I am com•inccd that those societies (as the
I ndians) which live without government, enjoy in their general mass an infinitely greater degree of happiness than thOSe
who live under the European governments..\ mong the former.
public opinion is in the place of law, and restrains morals a$
powerfully as laws e\er did any·where..\mong the latter, under
pretence of governing, they have divided their nations into
two classes, wolves and sheep. I do not e..xaggerate. This is a
true picture of Europe. Cherish, therefore, the spirit of our
people, and keep alive their attention. Do not be too severe
upon t heir errors, but reclaim them by enlightening them.
If once they become inattentive to the public affairs, you and
I , and Congress and Assemblies, J udges and Governors1 sban
all become \volves. It seems to be the law of our general
nature, in spite of individual exceptions; and experience declares that man is the only an ima l which devours his own
kind; for T can apply no milder term to the governments of
Europe, a nd to the general prey of the rich on tb~ poor . . ••

t a degree of indignation; and those characters, whereio
grea predominates over hope, may apprehend too much from
~are instance:; of irregularity. They may conclude too hastily,
~ nature has formed man insusceptible of any other gov·
tha ment than that of force, a conclusion not founded in truth
ern e-perience. ocieties exist under three forms, sufficiently
nor ,,
d'
d'15tinguishable. 1. \\'itbout government, as among our ln mns.
nder governments, wherein the will of every one has a
~~st intluence; as is the case in England. in a slight de~ree,
1 d · n our States, in a great one. 3· Under
governments of
1
an . as is the case in all other monarch'1es, an d ·m most o f
forCe ,
h
f
.
the other republics. To have an idea of t _e cur::.e o ex1stencc
er
these
last,
they
must
be
seen.
It
ts
a
1-(overnmcnt of
un d
. d
olves over sheep. It is a problem, not cIear .111 my mm
,
~~at the first condition is not the best. But I _beli~~e it to be
· consistent with any great degree of population. I he second
~~:ate has a great deal of.good in it. _The mass of ma~kind under
that enjoys a precious degree of hberty and happmess. 1 t has
·ts e~ils too; the principal of which is the turbulence to which
I
'
•
•
it is subject.
But weigh this agamst
tb e oppresstons.
o ( monarchy, and it beco~es not~ing. Malo_ perr~ul_osam hbc~tatem
quam quietam serv1tutcm. Even thts evtl IS productive of
good. Tt prevents the degeneracy ?f gov~rnment , and. nourishes
a general attention to the pubhc affatrs. I hold 1t, that a
little rebellion, now and then, is a good thing, and as neccssa1y
in the political world as storms in the. physical. Unsuccessful
~eTllons, indeed, generally establish the encroachments on
the rights of the people, which have produced them. An obsen·ation of this truth should render honest republican go'·
ernors 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.
.... The :\1arouis de La Fayette is a most valuable auxiJ.
iary to me. His zeal is unbounded, and his weight with those
in power, great. His education having been merely military,

TO j AMES )fAOTSON

Paris, January 30, 1787

. . . . I am impatient to learn your sentiments on the
late troubles in the Ea.-:;tern tales. o far as I have yet seen,
they do not appear to threaten serious consequences. T hose
States have suffered by the stoppage of the channels of their
commerce which have not yet found other issues. This must
' scarce, and make the people uneasy. Th1s
. uneastrender money
ness has produced acts absolutely unjustifiable; but I hope
they will p rovoke no severities from their governments. A
consciousness of those in power that their administration of the
public affairs has been honest, may, perhaps, produce too

.
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c I prefer freedom with danger to slavery with ease.
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fore' er ineligible a second time. J nrleed, I think all the ~OOd
of this new constitution might ha\ e been couched in t11ree or
four new articles, to be added to the good, old and venerable
fabric, which !>hould have been preserved e\'en as a religious
relique....
TO COLONEL SMITH

1

Paris, Sovembcr IJ, 17a
7
. ... can history produce an instance of rebellion·· so
honorably conducted? I say nothing of its motives. They were
founded in ignorance, not wickedness. God forbid we should
ever be twenty years without such a rebellion. The people cannot be all, and always, well informed. The part which is wrong
will be discontented, in proportion to the importance of the
facts they misconceive. If they remain quiet under such misconceptions, it is a lethargy, the forerunner of death to Lhe public liberty. We ha\'e had thirteen tales independent for eleven
years. There has been one rebellion. That comes to one rebellion in a century and a half, for each tate. What country
before, ever existed a century and a hair without a rebellion ?
And what country can preserve its liberties, if its rulers are
not warned from time to time, that this people pre·erve the
spirit of resistance? Let them take arms. The remedy is to set
them right as to facts, pardon and pacify them . \\'hat signify
a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must
be refreshed from time to time, with the blood of patriots and
tyrants. It is its natural manure ....
TO } A:\IES :\1 \DISON

Paris, December 20, 1787
.... I like much the general idea of framing a government, which should go on of itseir, peaceably, without needing
1. Colonel William Stephens Smith was an American diplomat and
=on-in-law of J ohn Adams.
2. ] efferson bas been discussing Sbays's insurrection in l\lassachusetts.
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I suppose that the received opinion, that the pubhc debu.
of one generation devolve on the ne.~t, bas been suggested by
our seeing, habitually, in private life, that he who succeeds tu
lands is required to pay the debts of his predecessor; without
considering that this requisition is municipal only, not moral,
flowing from the will of the society, which has found it convenient to appropriate the lands of a decedent on the condition of a payment of hi5 debts; but that between society
and society, or generation and generation, there is no municipal
obligation, no umpire but the law of nature.
The interest of the national debt of France being, in fact,
but a two thousandth part of its rent-roll, the payment of it is
practicable enough; and so becomes a question merely of honor
or of expediency. But with respect to future debts, would it not
be wise and just for that nation to declare in the constitution
they are forming, that neither the legislature nor the nation
itself, can validly contract more debt than they may pay within
their own age, or within the term of thirty-four years? And that
all future contracts shall be deemed void, as to what shall re·
main unpaid at the end of thirty-four years from their date?
This would put the lenders, and the borrowers also, on their
guard. By reducing, too, the faculty of borrowing within its
natural limits, it would bridle the spirit of war, to which too
free a course bas been procured by the inattention of money
lenders to this law of nature, that succeeding generations are
not responsible for the preceding.
On similar ground it may be proved, that no society can
make a perpetual constitution, or even a perpetual law. Tb.e
earth belongs always to the Jiving generation: they may man·
age it, then, and what proceeds from it, as they please, during
their usufruct. They are masters, too, of their own persons, and
consequently may govern them as they pleas-e. But persons and
property make the sum of the objects of government. The constitution and the laws of their predecessors are extinguished
then, in their natural course, with those whose will gave them
being. This could preserve that being, till it ceased to be itself,
49I
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and no longer. Every constitution, then, and every law, natu.
rally expire:. at the end of thirty-four years. If it be enforced
longer, it b an act of force, and not of right. It may be said
that the succeeding generation exercising, in fact, the power
repeal, this l eav~ them as free as if the constitution or Jaw
bad been expressly limited to thirty-four years only. In the
first place, this objection admits the right, in propo:sing an
equivalent. But the power of repeal is not an equh·alent. It
might be, indeed , if every form of go,·ernment were so per.
fectly contrived, tha t the will of the majority could always
be obtained, fairly and without impediment. But this is true
of no form. The people cannot assemble themselves; their
representation is unequal and vicious . Various checks a re op.
posed to every legislative proposition. Factions get possession
of the public councils, bribery corrupts them, personal interests
lead them astray from the general interests of their constituents; and other impediments arise, so as to p rove to every
practical man, that a la w of limited duration is much more
manageable tha n one which needs a repeal.
This principle, that the earth belongs to the living and not
to the dead, is of very extensive application and consequences
in every country, and most especially in F rance. It enters into
the resolution of the questions, whether the nation may change
the descent of lands holden in tail ; whether th·ey may change
the appropriation of lands given anciently to the church, to
hospilals, colleges, orders of chivalry, and otherwise in perpetuity; whether they may abolish the charges a nd privileges
attached on lands, including the whole catalogue, ecclesiastical
and feudal ; it goes to hereditary offices, authorities and jurisdictions, to hereditary orders, distinctions and appellations, to
perpetual monopolies in commerce, the arts or sciences, with
a long train of et eel eras ; renders the question of reimbursement, a question of generosity and not of right. In all these
cases, the legislature of the day could authorize such appropriations and establishments for their own t ime, but no longer;
~tnd th~ present holders, even where they or their ancestors

t~ave purchased, are in the case of bona. fide purchasers o!

of

492

•hal the seller had no right to convey.
" Turn this subject in your mind, my dear Sir, and particularly
to the power of contracting debts, and develop it with that
as ent logic which is so peculiarly yours. Your station in the
cog
.
.
f
d .
uncils of our country gtvcs you an opportumty o pro ucmg
f~ to public consideration, of forcing it into discussion ..At first
blush it may ~e laughe~ at, as the. dream of a theon st ; but
examination wtll prove tt to be sohd and salutary. It would
f. rnish matter for a line preamble to our first Jaw for appro~iating the public revenue ; and it will exclude, at the
fbresholcl of our new government, the ruinous and contagious
rrors of this quarter of the globe, which have armed despots
e.1·th means which na ture does not sanction, for b inding in
"rhains their fellow-men. We have already gtvcn,
.
. exampI e,
m
one effectual check to the dog of war, by transferring the
power of declaring war from the executive to lhe legislative
body, from those who are to spend, to those who arc to pay.
1 should be pleased to see th1s second obstacle held out by
us also, in the first instance. No nation can make a declaration
against the validity of long-contr~c~ed de~ts, so. dis inte restec~ly
as we since we do not owe a shtllmg whrch w11l not be patcl,
princi;>al and interest , by the measures you have taken, within
the time of our own lives. I write you no n e~vs, because when
an occasion occurs, I shall write a separa~.& letter for that.
I am always, with great and sincere esteem, dear Sir, your
affectionate friend and servant.
TO WM. H uN TER,

EsQ.,

MAYOR OF ALEXANDRIA

Alexandria., Marclt II, I790

... . Convinced that the republican is the only fonn
of government which is not eternally at open or secret war
with the rights of mankind, my prayers and effor ts shall be
cordially distributed to the support o f tha t we have so happily
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·ce bas been fully and faithfully paid. I acknowledge that such
debt exists, that a tour ot dutyJ in whatever line be can be:Wst useful to his country, is due from every individual. It is
n.Ol easy perhaps to say of what len~th exactly this cour scrJUJd
be but we may safely say of what length it should not be. Not
of ' our whole l.i fe, for instance, ror that would be to be born
a slave-not even of a very large portion of it. I have now been
in the public service four and twenty years; one half of which
bas been spent in total occupation with their affairs, and absence from my own. I have served my tour then. No positive
engagement, by word or deed, binds me to their further service. No commitment of their interests in any enterprise by me
requires t.bat I should see them through it. I am pledged by no
act which gives any tribunal a call upon me before I withdraw Even my enemies do not pretend this. I stand clear then
of public right on all points-my friends I have not committed .
No circumstances have attended my passage from office to office, which could lead them, and others through them, into deception as to the time I might remain, and particularly they
and all have known with what reluctance I engaged and have
continued in the present one, and of my uniform determina·
tion to return from it at an early day. If tb'e public then has no
claim on me, and my friends nothing to justify, the decision
will rest on my own feelings alone. There bas been a time when
these were very different from what t.bey are now; when perhaps t.be esteem of the world was of higher value in my eye
· than everything in it. But age, experience and .reflection preserving to that only its due value, have set a higher on tranquillity. The motion of my blood no longer keeps time with the
tumult of the world. It leads me to seek for happiness in t.he
lap and love of my family, in the society of my neighbors and
my books, in the wholesome occupations of my farm a nd my
affairs, in an interest or affection in every bud that opens, in
every breat.b t.bat blows around me, in an entire freedom of
rest, of motion of thought, owing account to myself alone of my
hours and actions. What must be the principle of that calcula1
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myself with contemplating the characters of t.he t.hen reigning
sovereigns o f Europe. Louis the XVI. was a fool, of my ow0
knowledge, and in despite of the answers made for him at h·
trial. The King of • pain was a fool, and of Xaples the sa~s
They passed their lives in hunting, and despatched two courier ·
a week, one thou!'and miles, to let each other know what gam s
they bad killed the preceding days. The King of Sardinia w~
a fool. All these were Bourbons. The Queen of Portugal
Braganza, was. an idiot by nature. And so was the King' ~
Denmark. The1r sons, as regen ts, exercised t.he powers of government. The King of Prussia, successor to the great Frederick
was a mere hog in body as well as in mind. Gustavus of weden'
and J oseph of Austria, were really crazy, and George o f Eng~
land, you know, was in a straight waistcoat. There remained
then, none but old Catharine, who had been too lately picked
up to have lost her common sense. In this state Bonaparte
f~und Europe; and it was this state of its rulers which lost it
w1th scarce a struggle. These animals had become witho ut mind
and powerless; and so will every hereditary monarch be after
a few generations. Alexander, tbe grandson of Catharine is as
yet an exception. He is able to hold his own. But he is o~ly of
the third generation. His race is not yet worn out. And so
endeth the book of Kings, from all of whom the Lord deliver us
and have you, my friend, and all such good men and true
'
His holy keeping.
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besides a school, should have a justice of the peace, a constable
and a captain of militia. These officers, or some others within
the hundred, should be a corporation to manage all its concern~, to take care of its roads, its poor, and its police by
patrols, etc. (as the selectment of the eastern townships).
E,·ery hundred should elect one or two jurors to serve where
requisite, and all other elections should be made in the bundred5 separately, and the votes of all the hundreds be brought
together. Our present captaincies might be declared hundreds
for the present, with a power to the courts to alter them
occasionally . These little republics would be the main strength
,gf the great one. We owe to them the vigor given to our revolution in its commencement in the Eastern States~ and by them
the Eastern Stales were enabled to repeal the embargo in
opposition to the Middle, Southern and Western States and
their large and lubberly division into counties which can ~ever
be assembled. General orders are given out from a centre to the
foreman of ev~ry ~undred, a7 to the sergeants of an arm~, and
_the whole nat1on JS thrown mto energetic action in the same
direction in one instant and as one man and' becomes absolutely irres istible. Could I once see thi~ I should consider
itas the dawn of the salvation of the republic, and say with
old Simeon, " nunc dimittis D omine." But our children will
be as wise as we are, ana will establish in the fullne.;s o f time
those things not yet ripe for establishment. So be it, and to
yourself health, happiness and long life.

TO GovERNOR J oHN TYLER
TO CoLOl\.EL "·rLLIA~ D uAr-'E 1

Monticello, May z6, r8ro
. . . . I have indeed two great measures at heart without which no republic can maintain itself in strength. /. That
of general education, to enable every man to judge for himself
what will secure or endanger his freedom. 2. T o divide e\'ery
county into hundreds, of such size that all the children of each
will be within reach of a central school in it. But this d ivision
looks to many other fundamental provisions. Every hundred,
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Monticello, August rz, r810
.... Our laws, language, religion, politics and manners
are so deeply laid in English foundations, that we shall never
\\'illhm Duane, journa!ist and ~litician, was an acquaintance of
or. many years ~tandin~. As editor of the Aurura, the most powerful !llouthplccc of the J efferso mans, he had exerted considerable influence
durmg the formative )·cars of the Union.
1
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shivering and shrinking in body from the cold we now e
ence, my thermometer ba\'ing been as low as 12° this ltperf.
ing.. My greatest oppression is a correspondence afflicting~o~:
bonous, the extent of which I have been long endeavori
curtail: This keeps me at the drudgery of the writing-tab~: ::
the pnme hours of the day, leaving for the gratification of
appetite for reading, only what I can steal from the hour ~
sleep..could I reduc~ this epistolary corvee within the Jimi~ :,
my ~nends and affa1rs, and give the time redeemed from it to
readmg and reflection, to history, ethics, mathematics, my life
would be as hap~y as the infirmities of age would admit a nd 1
should look on •ts consummation with the composure 'or
ODe
"q. w. summum nee me tmt. d'zcm nee optat." 1 • . . •

z. " Who neitbe.r fear nor de~ire my last day."
2: J_oseph Carnngtoo Cabell was 1efferson's principal co-worker in establishmg the University of Virginia.

'THOMAS J'€FF€RSON
izing and concentrating aU 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
t\fmighty has not decreed that man shall ne,·er be free, (and it
is a blasphemy to believe it,) that the secret will be found to
be in the making hirn.seH the depository of the powers respecting himself, so far as he is competent to them, and delegating
only what is beyond his competence by a synthetical process,
to higher and higher orders o£ functionaries, so as to ~~ust
fewer and fewer powers in proportion as the trustees become
more and more oligarchical. The elementary republics ot tne
wards, the county republics, the State republics, and the republic of the Union, would form a gradation of authorities,
standing each on the basis of law, holding every one its delegated share of powers, and constituting truly a system of fundamental balances and checks for the government. Where every
man is :1 sharer in the direclion of his ward-republic, or of some
of the n1gher ones, and feels that he is a participator in the
government of affairs, not merely at an eleclion one day in the
year, but every day; when there shall not be a man in the
State who will not be a member of some one of its councils,
great or small, he will let the heart be torn out of his body
sooner than his power be wresteo from him by a Cresar or a
Bonaparte. How powerfully did we feel the ener~y of this organil.<ttion in the case of embargo? I felt the foundations of the
go' ernment shaken under my feet by the K ew England townships. There was not an individual in their States whose body
was not thrO\\ n wilh all its momentum into action; and although the whole of the other States were known to be in fa\'Or
of the measure. yet the organization of this little selfish minor. ity enabled it to overrule the Gnion. Wbat would the unwieldy
countie.<~ o[ the ~liddle, the South, and the West do? Call a
county mcetinsz, and the drunken loungers at and about the
court-houses would have collected, the distances being too
great for the good people and the industrious generally to at·
tend. The character of those who really met would have been
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TO JOSEPH

c.

CABELL

2

Monticello, February

2, 1

a16

. .. . No, my friend , the way to have good and safe
government,, is ~ot to trust it all to one, but to divide it a mo
111
the many, diStn buting to every one exacUy the functions b •
competent to. Let the national government be entrusted ~=
the defence of the nation, and its foreign and fede ra l relations·
the ~t~te g?vernments with the civil rights, laws, police,
a.dmm.IStrat•on of what concerns the State generally; the counties Wlth. the local concerns of the counties, and each ward dj.
~eel the mteres~ within itself. I t is by dividing and subdividIng .these repu.bh<7 from t~e ~eat na.tional one down tbroup
a ll 1ts subordmat1ons, unlll 1t ends m the administration of
e~ery man's farm by him elf; by placing under every one what
h1s O\\n eye may superintend, that all will be done for the best.
Wha• has destroyed liberty and the rights of man in every
government which has ever existed under the sun ? The general-
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the meac:ure of the weight they would ha,·e had in the scale or
public opinion. As Cato, then, concluded every speech with the
word~. ''Carlhago dclcnda est,'' ~o do I every opinion, with the
injuction, "divide the counties into wards." Begin them only
for a single purpose; they will soon show for what others they
are the best instruments. God bless you, and all our rulers, and
give them the wisdom, as 1 am sure they have the will, to fortify
us against the degeneracy of our government, and the concentration of all its powers in the hands of the one, the fe w, the
well-born or the many.

TO )Jn. j OSEPH :\JI(.LJCAN

1

Monticello, April 6, 1816
Sm,-Your favor of 1\Iarch 6th did not come to hand
until the 1 sth. I then expected I should finish revising the
translation of Tracy's book within a week, and could send the
whole together. I got through it, but, on further consideration,
thought I ought to read it over again, lest any errors should
have been left in it. It was fortunate I did so, for I found several little errors. The whole is now done and forwarded by this
mail, with a title, and something I have written which may
sen·e for a Prospectus, and indeed for a Preface also, with a
little alteration . .. .
~Jy name must in nowise appear connected with the work.
I have no objection to your naming me in conversation, but not
in print, as the person to whom the original was communicated.
Although the author puts his name to the work, yet, if called to
account· for it by his government, he means to disavow it, which
its publication at such a distance will enable him to do. But he
would not think himself at liberty to do this if avowedly sanctioned by me here. The best open mark of approbation I can
give is to subscribe for a dozen copies; or if you would prefer
I. J oseph :\1illi ~an was a well-known Georgetown bookdealer whom
J efferson bad known and respected for years.
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independent of lhe nation, their coercion by impeachme nt be.
ing found nugatory.
H, then, the control of the people over the organs of their
governmen t be the measure of its republicanism, and I confess I know no other measure, it must be agreed that our governments have much less of republican ism than ought to have
been expected; in other words, that the people have less regular control over their agents, than their rights and their interests require. .t\nd this I ascribe, not to any want of republican
dispositions in those who formed these Constitutions, but to a
submission of true principle to European authorities, to speculators on government, whose fears of the people have been inspired by the populace of their own great cities, and were
unjustly entertained against the independent, the happy, and
t herefore orderly citizens of the United Stales. Much I apprehend that the golden moment is past for reforming these heresies. The functionaries of public power rarely strengthen in their
:lispositions to abridge it, and an unorganized call for timely
amendmen t is not likely to prevail against an organized opposition lo it. We are always told that things are going on well ; why
change them? "Citista bene, non si muovc," said the I talian,
" let him who stands well, stand still." This is true; and I
verily believe they would go on well with us under an absolute
monarch, while our present character remains, of order, industry and love of peace, and restrained , as he would be, by the
proper spirit of the people. But it is while it remains such, we
should provide against the consequences of its deteriorati on.
And let us rest in the hope that it wiU yet be done, a nd spare
ourselves the pain of evils which may never happen.
On this view of the import of the term republic, instead
of saying, as has been said, "that it may mean anything or
nothing," we may say with truth and meaning, that 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 t he safest
depository of their own rights and especially, that the evils
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have not, who has? The dead? But the dead have no rights.
They are nothing; and nothing cannot own something. \\'here
there is no substance, there can be no accident. This cor poreal
globe, and everything upon it, belong to its present corporeal
inhabitants, during their generation. They alone have a right
to direct what is the concern of themselves alone, and to declare the law of that direction; and this declaration can only
be made by their majority. That majority, then, has a right to
depute representatives to a convention, and to make the Constitution what they think will be the best for themselves. But
bow collect their voice? This is the real difficulty. If invited by
private authority, or county or district meetings, these divisions are so large that few will attend; and their voice will be
imperfectly, or falsely, pronounced. Here, then, would be one
of the ad,·antages of the ward divisions I have proposed. The
mayor of every ward, on a question like the present, would call
his ward tOgether, take the simple yea or nay of its members,
convey these to the county court, who would ha nd on those of
all its wards to be the proper general authority; a nd the voice
of the whole people would be thus fairly, fully, and peaceably
expressed, discussed, and decided by the common reason o£ the
society. If this avenue be shut to the call of sufferance, it will
make itself heard through that of force, and we shall go on,
as other nations are doing, in the endless circle of oppression,
rebellion, reformation; and oppression, rebellion, reformation,
again; and so on forever. . . . .

TO } OliN A DAMS

Monticello, August

I,

1816

.... We shall have our follies without doubt. Some one
or more of them \\ill always be afloat. But ours will be the
foll ies of enthusiasm, not of bigotry, not of J esuitism. Bigotry
is the disease of ignorance, of morbic! minds; enthusiasm of
the free and buoyant. Education and free discussion are the
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TO }OHN HOL:UFS

l

Monticello, April

22,

r82o

I thank you, dear Sir, for the copy you have been so
kind as to send me of the letter to your constituents on the
l\Iissouri question. I t is a perfect justification to them. 1 had
for a long time ceased to read newspapers, or pay any a tten1 ion to public affairs, confident they were in good hands, and
(Ontent to be a passenger in our bark to the shore from which
J am not distant. But this momentous question, like a fi re-bell
in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I considered
it at once as the knell of the t:nion. It is hushed, indeed, for
the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence.
A geo~raphical 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. 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 practicable way. T he 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,~neral emancipation..and cxpalrw1W" could be effected; and, gradually, and with due sacrifices,
1 think it might be. But lS it is, we have the wolf by the ears,
and we can neither hoi~ him, nor safely Jet him go. J ustice is
in one scale, and self-preservation in the other. Of one thing
I am certain, that a.; the passage of slaves from one State to
another, would not make a slave of a single human being who
would not be so wi~!lout it, so their di ffusion over a greater surface would make them individually happier, and proportiona lly facilitate t!v:! accomplishment of their emancipation, by
dividing the b;,rdl!n on a greater number of coadjutors. An
abstinence trt •, from this act of power, would remove the
1. A men I-,· r. f the ~fass:1chu<:etts Senate, Holmes led the protest
again<t the i:·,.·c <Jrd Convention and broke with the Fl'deralists. T he denunr\:itir,-,y ,,., ;. former party form a series of brilli:mt political speeches.
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TO MAJOR }OHN CARTWRICIIT

1

Monticello, June 5, 1824
Can one generation bind another, and all others,
in succession forever ? I think not. The Creator has made the
earth for the Jiving, not the dead. Rights and powers can only
belong to persons, not to things, not to mere matter, unendowed with will. The dead are not even things. T he particles
of matter which composed their bodies, make part now of the
bodies of other animals, vegetables, or minerals, of a thousand forms. To what then are attached the rights and powers
they held while in the form of men? A generation may bind
itself as long as its majority continues in life; when that has
disappeared, another majority is in place, holds a ll the rights
and powers their predecessors once held, and may change their
laws and institutions to suit themselves. Nothing then is unchangeable but the inherent and unalienable rights of man .. ...
TO H ENRY LEE

I

M.onticello, August ro, 1824
. . . . As to myself, it is many years since I have ceased
to read but a single paper. I am no longer, therefore, a general subscriber for any other. Yet, to encourage the hopeful
in the outset, I have sometimes subscribed for the first year on
condition of being discontinued at the end of it, without further warning. I do the same now with pleasure for yours; and
unwilling to have outstanding accounts, which I am liable to
Jorget, I now enclose the price of the tri-weekly paper. T am
no believer in the amalgamation of parties, nor do I consider
r. Major John Cartwright was a political reformer and author of The
English Constitution Produced and Illustrated.
1. Henry Lee was the son of General Henry Lee who was a bitter critk
and political enemy of Jefferson. When editing his father's Memoir•, Lee
developed a correspondence with Jefferson, and tried to make amends for
his father's unmerited censure.
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!4'oulr\ address to you something which might possibly nave a
favorable influence on the course of life you have to run, and I
too, as a namesake, feel an interest in that course. Few words
will be necessary, with good dispositions on your part. Adore
God. Reverence and cberish your parents. Love your neighbor
as yourself, and your country more than yoursel f. Be just. Be
true. Murmur not al the ways of Providence. So shall the life
into which you havt> 'entered, be the portal to one of eternal and
ineffable bliss. And H to the dead it is permitted to care for
the thin ~s of this world, every action of your life "ill be under
my regard. Farewell.

Th e portrait of a good man by the most sublime of poets,
for your imitation.
Lord. who's the ha!iJJi man that may to Thy blest courts repair,
Xot stranger-like to visit them, but to inhabit Lhere?
'Tis he whose every thought and deed by rules of vi rtue moves,
Whose generous tr,nguc disdains to speak the thing his heart disproves.
Who never did a r.Jander forge, his neighbor's fame to wound,
Nor hearken to a false report, by malice whi~pered round.
Who vice, in all its pomp and power, can treat with just neglect ;
And piety, though clothed in rags. religiously respect.
Who to his plighted vows and trust has ever firmly stood,
And though he promise to his loss, he makes his promise good.
Whose soul in usury disdains his treasure to employ,
Whom no rewards can ever bribe the guiltless to destroy.
fhe man who, by this steady course, has happiness insur'd,
IVben eanh's foundations shake, shall stand, by Prodcence secur'd.

A Decalogue of Cmzons for observati01t in practical life
x. Never put off till to-morrow what you can do to-day.
2. Never trouble another for what you can do yourself.
.) Kever spend your money before you have it.
4· Xever buy what you do not want, because it b cheap; it
wiU he dear to you .

THOMAS jeFFeRSO'A'

5· Pride costs us more than hunger, thirst! and cold.
6. We never repent of having eaten too little.
7· ~othing is troublesome that we do ~llingl_y.
8. How much pain have cost us the evtls whJch have nevt'l
happened.
9· Take things always by their smooth hand!~ .
10. When angry, count ten, before you speak; tf v~>ry angry
an hundred.
TO fuXRY L !:.L

Mo11ticello, May 8, r8zJ
. . . . But with respect to our rights, and the acts of tht
British government contravening those rights, the!e was ~ut
one opinion on this side of the water. All Amencan Wlug~
thought alike on these subjects. \\'ben forced, therefore, to re-sort to arms for redress an appeal to the tribunal of the worlc
was deemed proper for ~ur justification. This was the object _of
the Declaration of Independence ~ Not to find out new prm·
ciples, or new arguments, never before _thought of, not merely
to say things which had never been satd befo~e.i. b~t to place
before mankind the common sense of the subject, m terms so
plain and firm as to command their assent, and to justify _our·
selves in the independent stand we arc compelled to take. Nett~et
aiming at originality of principle or. ~enti~ent, ~or yet copted
from any particular and previous wntmg, tt was mtended to br
an expression of the American mind, and to give to that _expres·
sion the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasiOn. All
its authority rests then on the harmonizing sentiments of tht.
day, whether expressed in conversation, i_n l~tters, prin~ed es·
says or in the elementary books of pubhc nght, as Ar,tstotle,
Cice~o, Locke, Sidney, etc. The historical documents which you
mention as in your possession, ought all to be found, and 1 a~
persuaded you will find , to be corro?<>rative of the fa(.ls anc
principles advanced in that DeclaratiOn. . . . .
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