THOMAS JEFFERSON

AN AMERICAN HERO

(1743-1826)

Thomas Jefferson -- author of the Declaration of Independence and the Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, third president of the United States, and founder of the University of Virginia, was the voice  of a new America as no other individual of his time. As public official, historian, philosopher, and plantation owner, he served his country for over five decades. 

Jefferson began building Monticello when he was twenty-six years old. Three years later, he married Martha Wayles Skelton, with whom he lived happily for ten years until her death. Their marriage produced six children, but only two survived to adulthood. Jefferson, who never remarried, maintained Monticello as his home throughout his life, always expanding and changing the house.

Jefferson inherited slaves from both his father and father-in-law. In a typical year, he owned about 200, almost half of them under the age of sixteen. About eighty of these lived at Monticello; the others lived on adjacent Albemarle County plantations, and on his Poplar Forest estate in Bedford County, Virginia. Jefferson freed two slaves in his lifetime and five in his will and chose not to pursue two others who ran away. All were members of the Hemings family; the seven he eventually freed were skilled tradesmen.

Having attended the College of William and Mary, Jefferson practiced law and served in local government as a magistrate, county lieutenant, and member of the House of Burgesses in his early professional life. As a member of the Continental Congress, he was chosen in 1776 to draft the Declaration of Independence, which has been regarded ever since as a charter of American and universal liberties. The document proclaims that all men are equal in rights, regardless of birth, wealth, or status, and that the government is the servant, not the master, of the people.

He served as Secretary of State under Washington, was president, and when he retired to live at Monticello, he wrote several books and articles on agriculture, law, society, architecture, and diplomacy.  He sold many of his books from his library to start the Library of Congress.  He is buried on the campus of the University of Virginia which he founded, and he is remembered as one of America’s greatest men whose eloquent words in the Declaration of Independence tell the world what Americans believe.
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