                                  Thomas Jefferson   -   The Man

                                  1743  -  1826   Years

                                  1801  -  1809   Presidential Terms

     Thomas Jefferson was born in 1743 a man of position in Virginia.  His father was a man of great physical strength and energy, a planter and surveyor.  Jefferson inherited a hardy constitution and some 5,000 acres of land from him.  From his mother, a Randolph, high social standing.  He was born, lived, and died near his home of Montecello.  As a boy he lived an out-of-door life, sometimes hunting for deer, wild turkeys, and other game, sometimes swimming or paddling his boat in the river near his home, and sometimes riding one of his father’s horses.  A skilful and daring rider, he remained fond of fine horses all his life.  Being refined and gentle in manner and with a cheerful disposition and rare intelligence, he easily won and kept warm friends.  One of these was Patrick Henry.  He and Jefferson were, in their youth, the best of friends, and spent many an hour in playing their violins together.  

     His father died when he was 14, leaving him with a lot of land and slaves.  In college he had a very hungry mind.  He was a real genius.  He studied at William and Mary College, and then read law.  In 1772 he married Martha Wayles Skelton, a widow, and took her to live in his partly constructed mountaintop home, Monticello.  In 1767 he was admitted to the bar.

     Jefferson was red haired, freckled, 6’2” tall, and awkward.  Jefferson was eloquent as a correspondent, but he was no public speaker.  In the Virginia House of Burgesses and at the Continental Congress, he contributed his pen rather than his voice to the patriot cause that he has rightly been called “The Pen of the Revolution.”  As the “silent member” of the Congress, Jefferson, at 33 drafted the Declaration of Independence.

     Jefferson succeeded Benjamin Franklin as minister to France in 1785.  His sympathy for the French Revolution led him into conflict with Alexander Hamilton when Jefferson was Secretary of State in President Washington’s Cabinet.  He resigned in 1793.

     As a reluctant candidate for President in 1796, John Adams won by 3 votes.  Through a flaw in the Constitution, he became Vice President, although an opponent of President Adams.  Jefferson was the first president to be inaugurated in Washington D.C., and the first to be elected by the House of Representatives in his second term.  In the 1800 election, Republican electors, attempting to name both a President and a Vice President from their own party, cast a tie vote between Jefferson and Aaron Burr.  The House of Representatives settled the tie.  Hamilton, disliking both Jefferson and Burr, nevertheless urged Jefferson’s election.  Jefferson spoke for the masses – the farmers, pioneers and apprentices – and despised what he called “the aristocracy of wealth”.  Yet he was an aristocrat to his fingertips.  He owned some 200 slaves, a large plantation, and the grandest house in Virginia.

     In the White House his staff of 14 servants included a French Chef, and his dinner parties were frequent and lavish.  At the same time he cut out many glittering presidential ceremonials, opened his doors to all without regard to social classification, came and went like any other citizen and often did his own marketing.

     A many-sided and perplexing man was Jefferson.  He was at once a musician, an architect, inventor, philosopher, statesman, brilliant lawyer, and talented writer.  He spoke French, Italian, German, Spanish, and Greek.   He was extremely inventive, not only for his own use, but also for the use of others.  The swivel chair and the four-sided lectern are a few of his inventions.  He was a Universal Genius.

     Jefferson spent 25 years on and off building his dream house of Monticello, (meaning little mountain in Italian).  It was here he brought his bride, the 24 year old Martha, in 1772.  She was a widow and he was 29 years of age.  Jefferson loved her dearly.  Both Jefferson and his wife inherited wealth.  When he married, he owned 5,000 acres of land and 52 slaves, and a year later his wife’s father died and left her 40,000 acres of land and 135 slaves.  Together they had 6 children of which 4 died.  He became strongly attached to his mountain home and his life there as a planter, taking great interest in laying out and cultivating the grounds, and in introducing many new varieties of plants and trees.

     After 10 years of marriage Martha died and Thomas was devastated.  While she lay dying he promised her that he would never marry again, and he never did.  He did later have a black mistress – Sally Hemmings – the ½ sister of his wife Martha – to whom were born about 10 children.

     Once when he and his grandson were out riding together they met a Negro who bowed to them.  The young man paid no attention to the man, but Jefferson politely returned the bow, saying, “Do you permit a Negro to be more of a gentleman than yourself?” thus teaching the young man a useful lesson.

     At the end of his two terms of office as President, Jefferson retired to private life at Monticello.  On a terrace behind his house Jefferson installed a telescope and would daily peer through it to watch in the valley below the red brick structures of the University of Virginia rising up year after year.  Jefferson raised the money for the construction, designed the buildings, and selected the faculty.  The founding of the University was one of his fondest dreams.  He valued it so highly that it was one of the three achievements in his life that he thought worthy of mention on his tombstone:  The Declaration of Independence,  the Statute of Religious Freedom for the State of Virginia,  and the University.  In this self-made tribute he did not mention that he was the governor of Virginia, envoy, Vice-President, President, or that he added an empire to the United States by the Louisiana Purchase.

     Famous not only for his statesmanship, but for his learning, he was called the “Sage of Monticello,” and was visited by people from far and near.  The number of his guests was enormous, his housekeepers sometimes finding it necessary to provide fifty beds for them.  Of course all this entertaining was a great burden, and the expense of it almost ruined him financially.  Jefferson died in virtual poverty and the house with all its furnishings was sold to satisfy his creditors.  For many years Monticello was unoccupied and fell into near ruins.  Fortunately it was later restored.  Jefferson died on July 4, 1826  -  50 years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, just hours before John Adams died.

When Jefferson was President:
     The subject of many American legends is the wandering pioneer, Johnny Appleseed, who ranged throughout the Ohio Valley planting apple seeds and pruning growing trees from 1800 until his death in 1845.  He is a real person named John Chapman, born in New England about 1774.  His sole purpose in life was to encourage the growth of apples along the western frontier.

