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AT JEFFERSON’S TAPER

He who receives an idea from me, receives instruction himself without lessening mine; as he who lights his taper at mine, receives light without darkening me. That ideas should freely spread from one to another over the globe, for the moral and mutual instruction of man, and improvement of his condition, seems to have been peculiarly and benevolently designed by nature, when she made them, like fire, expansible over all space, without lessening their density in any point, and like the air in which we breathe, move, and have our physical being, incapable of confinement or exclusive approbation.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON TO ISAAC MCPHERSON, 1813



CHRONOLOGY

1743 Born April 13 in Virginia at Shadwell, near Charlottesville, the son of Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph.

1757 Father dies.

1758 Attends Reverend Maury’s school.

1760 Enters the College of William and Mary.

1762 Graduates college and begins law studies under George Wythe at William and Mary.

1767 Commences seven-year legal practice.

1769 Elected to the Virginia House of Burgesses, serving until 1775.

1769 Begins building Monticello from his own architectural design.

1772 Marries Martha Wayles Skelton.

1773 Key organizer of Committees of Correspondence with other colonies.

1774 Writes “A Summary View of the Rights of British America.”

1775 Elected Virginia delegate to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia.

1776 Writes the Declaration of Independence.

1776 Elected Albemarle County Representative in the Virginia House of Delegates.

1776 Drafts a proposed constitution for Virginia.

1779 Completes proposed revision of a substantial portion of Virginia’s statutes.

1779 Elected wartime Governor of Virginia and after reelection serves two years.

1782 Wife, Martha, dies having borne six children, two of whom survive infancy.

1782 Writes substantial portions of his only book, Notes on the State of Virginia.

1783 Serves as a Virginia delegate in Congress.

1784 Drafts “Report on Government for Western Territory.”

1784 Sent by Congress to Paris to negotiate commercial treaties.

1785 Appointed Minister to France, succeeding Benjamin Franklin.

1786 Virginia enacts Jefferson’s “Statute for Religious Freedom.”

1787 Tours southern France and northern Italy.

1788 Tours the Netherlands and the Rhineland.

1789 Witnesses the opening events of the French Revolution.

1790 Appointed Secretary of State by George Washington.

1794 Returns to farming and rebuilds Monticello.

1796 Elected Vice President of the United States under John Adams.

1797 Elected President of the American Philosophical Society, serving until 1814.

1798 Drafts Kentucky resolutions declaring unconstitutional the federalists’ Alien and Sedition acts.

1801 Elected third President of the United States.

1803 Concludes Louisiana Purchase and mounts the “voyage of discovery” of the new land under Meriwether Lewis.

1805 Reelected President.

1806 Begins construction of second home at Poplar Forest, Bedford County, Virginia.

1807 Implements Embargo Act, seeking to use economic coersion to avoid war with Great Britain.

1808 Declines a third term as President.

1809 Retires to Monticello.

1815 Sells his library to the United States, forming the foundation of the Library of Congress.

1819 Founds the University of Virginia.

1819 Completes “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth” for personal use.

1820 Protests the Missouri Compromise.

1821 Writes “Autobiography” for his family.

1823 Advocates the policy underlying the Monroe Doctrine.

1825 University of Virginia admits first students.

1826 Dies on July 4 at Monticello.



PREFACE

Thomas Jefferson was the foremost voice of the great patriots who consolidated the victory of the American Revolution, the leader most trusted to articulate our national ideals, particularly in times of trial and transition. His Declaration of American Independence, Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, and First Inaugural Address can confidently be placed among the world’s most powerful and admired inspirational essays. Under Jefferson’s steady hand, the hopeful promise of the Revolution was transformed into the permanent reality of a continental republic based on Enlightenment principles. The creation, stabilization, and preservation of the United States of America was so central to his existence that he once called the American government the idol of his soul.

Thomas Jefferson’s excellence as a writer was a highly effective weapon in his public battles. He repeatedly captured the high ground in contests of opinion by producing writings so compelling, so expressive of what the American people really felt and wanted, that they effectively curtailed debate. When Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, his political legacy included a huge quantity of official papers which he wrote during the time he held six elective and three appointive public offices (delegate to the Continental Congress, Virginia state representative, Virginia Governor, U.S. Representative, Minister to France, Secretary of State, Vice President and President of the United States, and Father of the University of Virginia). Among them are public addresses, official communications, reports, statutes, pamphlets, observations, replies, travel journals, biographical sketches, and a multitude of other writings vast and varied in character.

Jefferson also left to his family and ultimately to the world a voluminous collection of personal correspondence, always incisive and frequently profound. With characteristic discipline and foresight, he copied and preserved nearly 20,000 letters, using the ingenious copying gadgetry that so delighted him. His letters were composed for family, friends, colleagues, and even strangers, whose constant flood of correspondence he could not refuse to answer. Always occupied in the public service, the only book Thomas Jefferson wrote was Notes on the State of Virginia, an engaging and widely read description of various aspects of his native state suffused with observations on human progress.

Soon after my youthful joy in Jefferson was rekindled by a dear friend and fellow Jefferson admirer, I was fortunate to come into possession of a substantially complete collection of Jefferson’s works. It was a mint collection of the Lipscomb and Bergh edition, assembled at the turn of the twentieth century, when the American public’s appreciation of Jefferson was ascending on the trajectory that ultimately led to the creation in 1943 of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, D.C. In that simpler and more freely patriotic time, what in the Revolutionary era was called genuine public approbation flowed freely and generously toward Thomas Jefferson. Citizens and civic leaders alike expressed their gratitude for his contributions to our nation without reservation or qualification. They bought subscriptions for the purchase from private hands of Jefferson’s Monticello home and regularly made speeches of tribute to his leadership and achievements.

It is difficult to come away from a reading of Jefferson’s complete writings without being struck by his elevated perspective, and feeling thankful for his life. As I entered into and began to absorb his ennobling thought, it gradually became clear to me how lofty Jefferson’s standards were, for us as individuals and for America as a nation, and how fulfilling it would be if in our present pursuit of happiness we could strive to attain those standards. This book is my attempt to bring the light of Thomas Jefferson back into the American sky.

Jefferson had unbounded love for America, and through his words the heart of our country speaks. America, the hallowed ark of human hope and happiness. America, the depository of the sacred fire of freedom and self-government. America, the land of steady character, love of liberty, and obedience to law. America, where the equal rights of man and the happiness of every individual are acknowledged to be the only legitimate objects of government. America, the great experiment which was to prove that man is capable of living in society, governing itself by laws self-imposed, and securing to its members the enjoyment of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In poetic prose, Thomas Jefferson gives perpetual life to what he called the holy spirit of 1776.

Jefferson’s etchings of the American character are unique, and they never lose their capacity to inspire. It is in our nature, he wrote, to invent and execute, to find means within ourselves, and not to lean on others. To contract a habit of industry and activity. To be assiduous in learning, take much exercise for health, and practice much virtue. To become honest and useful to our fellow man. To consider nothing as desperate, and surmount every difficulty with resolution and contrivance. To try all things, and hold fast that which is good. To fear no injury any man can do us. To render cheerfully any service in our power, of whatever description. To lose no opportunity to exercise our hearts in benevolence. To act according to the dictates of our own reason. To follow truth, justice, and plain dealing. To let common sense and common honesty have fair play. To tolerate with utmost latitude the right of others to differ. To take religion as a matter between our Maker and ourselves. To establish a character of liberality and magnanimity. To be grateful, to be faithful to all engagements under all circumstances, and to be open and generous. To have nothing to do with conquest. To let the love of our country soar above all minor passions.

The concept for the structure of this book takes a cue from Jefferson’s own “The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth, Extracted Textually from the Gospels, in Greek, Latin, French and English.” Jefferson felt that the simple facts of Jesus’ life, and the actual words Jesus spoke, were the truly valuable parts of the Bible. So, initially as a late-night activity in the space of a week during his first term as President and later as one of his many retirement projects, he cut apart the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in four languages, eliminated duplications, and arranged the snippets in a plausible order. The resulting short tract, kept private for personal use during his lifetime, was found among Jefferson’s papers following his death. In print today, it bears the title The Jefferson Bible. As in all things essentially Jeffersonian, simplicity and sagacity triumph.

Light and Liberty likewise seeks to set forth Thomas Jefferson’s own wisdom in a succinct and useful form. A scan of the source notes will quickly suggest how it was compiled. Each segment is a composite of five to thirty-three separate quotations, selected mostly from Jefferson’s letters, and from some public documents, written over a period of more than half a century. The words thus are entirely his. I have merely arranged them, each as a single writing organized under a virtue or good quality, in a way which concentrates their inspirational power. The personal nature of the material emanates from its origins largely in his correspondence. My effort to create smoothly flowing text, to the extent it has been successful, is attributable to the remarkable consistency of Jefferson’s style and philosophy expressed over the course of his long life.

It has wisely been observed that the reader invites the consciousness of the writer. Thomas Jefferson’s consciousness flowed from the highest plane. He lived not just for his momentous times but for all time. He wrote not just for his friends in life but for you and me, his friends in posterity. His words and wisdom are an unparalleled legacy. Thomas Jefferson illumined the pathway of world progress to a brighter future. His vision of light and liberty will ever remain the vision America cherishes.
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