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How central was slavery in
Jefferson's life? DOWNTON
ABBEY

His whole life was lived in the midst of
slaves over the course of his lifetime.
He owned approximately 600 slave
persons. At any one time, he owned
about 200. And his lifestyle, his
standard of living itself at Monticello,
were all dependent upon the institution
of slavery.
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He was born as a member of the
Virginia planter class, into an institution
that was rooted in his world and his

country--he called Virginia his country.
And he grew up with that as a kind of
fait accompli.

How thorough was this dependence?
Did Jefferson have other means of

National Book
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Jefferson historians
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income besides slavery?

In an economic sense, he was almost completely dependent on
the institution of slavery. The bulk of his life was spent in public
service and as a white planter in Monticello, growing tobacco. It
was an ironic form of dependence, because he went bankrupt, as
did a significant percentage of the planter class in Virginia, in the
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Slavery in Virginia was
not working as an economic institution.

So he was economically dependent on slavery. Monticello was
built on slaves. Tobacco was raised and harvested by slaves. The
wheat was, too. Jefferson has these great hymns to the American
farmer--the pastoral ideal--but he didn't get out in the fields and
farm. He very seldom went to the fields. He went there
occasionally during harvests. And he didn't really see the slave
population very often that was out there living beyond the house
of Monticello.

But in response to your initial question, in some sense slavery is
what sustained his life. On the other hand, slavery was also the
institution that made it certain that he would die bankrupt,
because it was not economically viable.

You talk in the book about Jefferson's concept of family--that
it seemed to be larger than just his immediate family, and, in

some cases, it seemed to include slaves.
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I think that's tricky. In verbal terms, he does refer to his family on
occasion as the entire residence of people in Monticello, which
includes the African-American population. He talked about "my
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slave family." There was a Very_pa-ternalistic attitude that he had
towards them, which was familial.

On the other hand, I think that Jefferson regarded as his core
family, the white descendants--his two daughters and their
children--the real core of the family in Monticello. And the more
you look at the African-American population at Monticello, the
more you realize that there were real racial divisions within the
slave population.

Jefferson thought of most of members of the Hemings family,
and a few other household slaves, as longstanding members of
his larger family--as people who were part of his household--and,
in some sense of the term, part of his family. I think the other
slaves, who tended to be darker slaves, fieldhands, were regarded
as beyond the pale. They were in a somewhat different position.

So it's not simple. The best way to think about it is read
"Absolom, Absolom." It's a complicated context in which the
whites and blacks are bound together. But the black slaves,
especially in the field, are not treated as anything other than
slaves.

Can you talk about the special relations that he had with the
Hemings family? How did they come to be a part of his life?

The Hemings family becomes a large portion of Jefferson's slave
population. It's a family that is related to him through his father-
in-law. Jefferson's father-in-law fathered several of the Hemings
children--John Wales, by Betty Hemings. The Hemings family
and a few other of the most trusted slaves in Monticello are
inherited by Jefferson when he marries Martha Skelton Jefferson.
Those become the core of the household slaves, and then they
themselves have children. Sally Hemings is one of such children.
They become the slaves that are the front and center slaves at

Monticello. If you come to Monticello to visit Jefferson, those
will tend to be the slaves you see. They're the ones tending to the
household and they're the ones around the house. They are the
more light-skinned slaves.

Sally herself is three-quarters white. All of her children would be
seven-eighths white. So there's a kind of racial layering at
Monticello. And Sally Hemings, or the Hemings family, is
present for a lot of the important moments in Jefferson's life, for
example, when his wife dies. So they've built up a residue of
genuine emotional affinity.

You mention also that there was a self-conscious attempt on
Jefferson's part to buffer himself from the harsher realities of
field slavery. Did he self-consciously create a sort of radius
around himself?

I don't know how self-conscious it was. This is my interpretation
of Jefferson after spending five or six years trying to understand
the fellow--that Jefferson, at some level, is very uncomfortable
with slavery. He is on record as believing that it's a fundamental
moral travesty, and that the institution of slavery violates the core
principles of the American Revolution--that it, in fact, violates
the words that he himself wrote in the Declaration of
Independence. He says this over and over again. He's therefore
on record as believing that this is, if not a sin, at least a moral
wrong, and that it needs to end. Yet he's living right in the middle
of it.
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slavery. His identity is that of a man who's leading a family. He's
a planter with a paternalistic identity and thinks of these black
slaves as his children. That's one such way, and a great many
other planters in Virginia and North Carolina did the same thing.

In addition to that, visually construct Monticello. The slaves that
live around Monticello are thought to be the light-skinned slaves.
He doesn't see much of the slaves who are in the fields. And
there's his other major plantation in Bedford, about 90 miles
away--he doesn't see much of them at all. This is a psychological
way to create some distance, and to show himself only the most
attractive side of slavery, if in fact it can have an attractive side.

And the ones in his immediate world, the Hemingses, were
more privileged?

The Hemings family tended to have more privileges. They were

given a good deal more freedom. All descendants of the Hemings

family were among the slaves that Jefferson eventually freed or

allowed to run away without pursuing them.

What were some of Jefferson's earlier views about race when
he was still a young man, and up to the time that he arrived
in Paris?

During Jefferson's early years, prior to the time that he becomes
a major public figure, he tends to be one of the more progressive
members of the Virginia planter elite. He tends to take positions
that are, in modern terms, to the left and more liberal within that
context. He tends to favor the end of the slave trade, though a
great many planters come around to that position. He tends to
talk about the right to free slaves in the colony of Virginia; and
also to see to it that, if accused of crimes, they would receive the
same kind of justice as whites.

However, in Virginia in the
1760s, he witnesses that

some of his colleagues who .
take similar positions are | the wake of the DNA revelations,

very severely punished and N already-clear pattern of denial
ostracized. And he In Jefferson's life is deepened and

recognizes that any kind of darkened.
proto-emancipation

position, anything that

looks like it's leading to

that, is out of bounds. . . and politically suicidal.

When he comes to Philadelphia in 1775 at the Continental
Congress, he's one of the lesser members of the Virginia
delegation. He's not yet a major figure. But in the draft of the
Declaration that he writes, he inserts a paragraph essentially
calling for the end of the slave trade. He blames the slave trade
and, in some sense, slavery itself, on George III. It's a rather
preposterous propagandistic position. But one can imagine that
maybe he's trying to say, "This is the opportunity to end slavery,
and we can, in this great revolutionary transformational moment,
end it all."

It's more likely that he was only calling for the end of the slave
trade. Within Virginia, ending the slave trade was a popular
position. They already had enough slaves, and it was actually in
their economic advantage to end the slave trade. Nevertheless,
that section was deleted by the Continental Congress, and he

always called attention to that. He said that this was one of his
earliect efforte to trv to make a <rfatement aocainet <daverv at the

-

e-mail

address

Subscribe »

facebook

B’y 394,431 people like this. Be the first of your

friends.

~ Vermont to Legalize Assisted Suicide — The

ey

Suicide Plan - FRONTLINE
930 people recommend this.

Inside the NFL’s Concussion Crisis - Live
Chat Transcript — League of Denial: The
NFL's Concussion Crisis - FRONTLINE
698 people recommend this.

Why The French Like Nuclear Energy |
Nuclear Reaction | FRONTLINE | PBS
42 people recommend this.

Bill Tries, Again, to Curb For-Profit Colleges’
Share of Gl Cash - Educating Sergeant
Pantzke - FRONTLINE

738 people recommend this.

What’s Changed Since the BIA Took Over at
Spirit Lake? — Kind Hearted Woman -
FRONTLINE

157 people recommend this.

n Facebook social plugin

Follow @frontlinepbs < 120K followers

FRONTLINE on

3
3

OWN FRONTLINE ON DVD TODAY

CoLLEnE. Ine.
;e [l swop Now > ros


https://twitter.com/intent/follow?original_referer=&region=follow_link&screen_name=frontlinepbs&tw_p=followbutton
https://twitter.com/intent/user?original_referer=&region=count_link&screen_name=frontlinepbs&tw_p=followbutton
https://plus.google.com/111401535363733664324?prsrc=3
http://www.shoppbs.org/family/index.jsp?categoryId=1412583&utm_source=PBS&utm_medium=Link&utm_campaign=pbs_content_fron_shoptopnav&utm_source=PBS&utm_medium=Link&utm_campaign=pbs_content_fron_shopmodule
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fsocial-issues%2Fsuicide-plan%2Fvermont-to-legalize-assisted-suicide%2F&h=hAQFfuTXf&enc=AZNsxlljvJgcjyZRuTbwfMP9MZFTnqNrlfQ04yQnd2iqyIqvy2c0WbvKKX4EX-LYjqAxW1IRaLtPd8CLpipsSdv0is5UQTSPVM49MCnpJEwPmKzXl0C9_aaxGP9VvoMBoKck97qyIoMuu5vg_spEb3-vmCgpJQBgqNrvjojR8SNk6UHLLeHDBxE2ye8wQKgggOopU0EGd6RgR9mrvngsGDlC2NZ17oWMMVNIe-cn5aS-YKtQjg15fHRj-NeL-CV9Id2K1wrNHi76cDgGL9z-Q5Dk&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fsports%2Fleague-of-denial%2Finside-the-nfls-concussion-crisis-live-chat-1-p-m-et-wed%2F&h=YAQE8VjMb&enc=AZM-teWdlaZIO6-LTHPS9dxhyKc6r30Bq62ip05XKCxTGvFWGwTA-NVuqMdk_WMTFMAp64iow04OsKvuBWKNZiqj6knRcculDFTPvAocBax2NAWrYSqZj8KaOuJlcLnwm79Wx2x4UlYuGpphSXPs6irTxsi2p2wq3L5aLok18qsPMZ3onSGsavHoBXz85Q2JAyuGE0KaLRHctUTF104DdBIZCmczr_icHtCKPCvgsp1R2xIsxYfTdIr9SsTOZ67tZnymrglI3STSo4F_a8Vj-WFA&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fshows%2Freaction%2Freadings%2Ffrench.html&h=UAQHFR86k&enc=AZM2FIImO78yc3QQ-_Ro86BApY8cY15Cch9hiQ2ZPkls8GvrwBUstBjz50n41nZJBpl_XzDfPmoOQ4FxIpRpJcLfnW82wN2wxlHVyEMU0SWZgFSnA74_rzB4rjdbq8i48nv46pricnF-QYmPhLAJotopsmP84tM4u4Z8s65T-C25FS-jvjQgRjGnmo2a9rgXbG_cSnQnbxhKHDUfJpB37IYS1VIKP1p0AEW73O027LV-a2A7yAvcGHpWzvyB2iujnEVos3fvN_EJVvuKMxnblise&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Feducation%2Feducating-sergeant-pantzke%2Fbill-tries-again-to-curb-for-profit-colleges-share-of-gi-cash%2F&h=YAQE8VjMb&enc=AZMZJ2ewZqRjjSA0QRk1teWNGLkvvSUBw2_OpuLEAI556SX71xD2tinIt8Rw_mdqEuDuZRX0XffogIK3KJxPKD9Dj9czO_wxWWZXwWj9O1UnmMFYfwL7Cn6_vzCcnBWsSipi15CniU1KwAgTvWwxAWQAxq8A7xjzZ-eF0EXU0Ohj-Tf0nEyR_fVkMrtWd8HxkPIO92KtJF7Wq5Q06JprQ-sFnB-McA2izroENapzUEYc2hf2lExY07KY7go1orcIBiGYphD-ya4-59JoEq0IAdfl&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fbiographies%2Fkind-hearted-woman%2Fwhats-changed-since-the-bia-took-over-at-spirit-lake%2F&h=IAQEKfut3&enc=AZObJc-aqvVT3E7x4kR2vU6ITxCtNs-uE5BhA1ZPAatVLWoN3qpvZeSUDOQcDcFQv09WO-BQSELHRvJQ4z-JU6OLsyroGG7-ram7B3TruKPJdPyxwR6NpJr2LFGmiOAF3n3y_85rIwnXHEcBYYemXKAMTgAhFpCI3BeKOYECewClOe8obILRYpCnw4UR8J0Fhq03YF4nSi2pd4NHZ2_DrMOPXMFwxvorz2BMMyyPQkYJY2S-wMZR392XhSKRrkn3xG4&s=1
https://www.facebook.com/help/?page=209089222464503
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fsocial-issues%2Fsuicide-plan%2Fvermont-to-legalize-assisted-suicide%2F&h=xAQFW7c1-&enc=AZNW5ZngFyITIJOO8u9fzr69FQprhPUV_bRhcQn16-Wx5DKtfeRMMK4DeGvAzbnHpMEFa01_aCKQ-ho9XxSdVwbhLWyR_FpOZ_PogOnQVxxbDCIvYVMIof4z6_S2SYQIG-jpC0ThIVgqDNLUW-a_4Z35nvUVHd3yx-fc2hgojF8NEeJpoEJfYJNI3VrxUQfxUvLQKKCCLgnV_SYnxi-gnDIH3twhGFNNNWxmwQ87gpfLegzGiN3TB5S1ZZOqEYp7MF-Np6bQ3MG558g0Rj9YL6qa&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fsports%2Fleague-of-denial%2Finside-the-nfls-concussion-crisis-live-chat-1-p-m-et-wed%2F&h=sAQG8-wHc&enc=AZMlUai3k1UL4lnnfaAbYvnx8EQqfRMnSD8bg0_U-J4yvqnlsO-FFrGRwgYbKQwSmplSXLy3DYqgmrV8yPfn1PDU50BIl6VJRQmdcuE40tdD26JhlZRMuOzdL99reznEkbO25szfNMF66Guh65pAl_0WVHo8z4MeH4PdLW9BAx1L7q6VIPly3T9P0xVHkznzT3TSmMggB6nA9mPr_TqwzYPKxxxW1uin5A9BBzwLloEJETVMUTkcy_nAZGLptJXnZwJ3_85mO5OW_DMcpK27dnOs&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fshows%2Freaction%2Freadings%2Ffrench.html&h=XAQFujVb4&enc=AZOOORm6OafuPeoexP9FzkBbj0IJ1XnDlp5NqMQjpsKp33HopugMMFQ6qgNKXGtthq1TGZ_oWvCu_KJFG2Dm1PCI8tNl0p5MmRM27HAlab1GFPvU3NC5M4pfswhCqtkO6h0gfM622JL7uT7ZDwMehmdhydFRU2vyzDQtIDdeKOoeo7NqCoUVuhaQZNjgkxbFFGD9_S4_0HKGO4GDtSv8A9u8RaSyAuBZd2un0UkQ_O5HWNSPs1uUkORiHcGQAP9tmqVV5ksDZ7HO_rzTNRknki5g&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Feducation%2Feducating-sergeant-pantzke%2Fbill-tries-again-to-curb-for-profit-colleges-share-of-gi-cash%2F&h=WAQGoptM3&enc=AZNe2_YFODim2Rsz94GXvagWUJ-F3ImhuBmRZzBa5zuooRaE6LiZDEaDSUuCQFUJej0FrYGslA2KGqJGoq0mKzr5jPtCoUAZsoW3f9H9QBECVQJefbxjn9ShbiiII1OckvrYsqJa4T6bA4BEGnNUTHkBZSfwmOBQ7LCNN_zKJW8PNNeN4e8NpitnUzuNOJZVOZuvglhwpuP1C7y3Vud-nYb4vNToRX4HN78UqtIioPywXcnm5lrPOz0RelNm-LfhMLogWJvNsDLFqNO7uwlkOX3h&s=1
http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fwgbh%2Fpages%2Ffrontline%2Fbiographies%2Fkind-hearted-woman%2Fwhats-changed-since-the-bia-took-over-at-spirit-lake%2F&h=wAQGANaBj&enc=AZPu7CrEjgTXR_XyTJYmNJmHi-_v-0WJA6QMD2JiXJiiMfFLlRFAQSKiJwsblSyH5l-lXg5kh1QEgvcKk3-IRdQIdvFNZJD2W9Cz6LMJUgtA0ohF8hlcPd4CBgVeQS2btU5Hpt5cR8T-ZU9rCRYo9NNBGe9RpPe2ql5LY_2_4BFNE6eL3cVrILrYY62zTiN1zgdxte7PiQID91HoUQ7wTuhEd_asS9gaOaTHpyE-6c6CUXKS2nGdXzif3XZSLR4vxVk&s=1
https://www.facebook.com/help/?page=209089222464503

T T s e s F Ay o> e

birth of the Republic.

In the Continental Congress before he goes to Paris, he proposed
legislation that would call for the abolition of any extension of

slavery into any of the territories--not just the northwest
territories--but to any of the western territories. It failed to pass
by one vote. That was perhaps the most significant thing he tried,
and failed, to do.

If that had passed, the entire history of the United States would
have been quite different. That's the high-water mark of his
progressive position on slavery. After that time, you begin to see
a gradual decline into a position that becomes more paralyzed.

Did he advertise himself as being progressive on slavery?
Was it a part of his identity, a quality that made him special
in the eyes of others?

He was selective in that regard. He didn't do that in Virginia. In
Virginia, he did not feature that side of his own identity or his
own political perspective. However, in Philadelphia, he did
feature it, in a Quaker city hostile to slavery. By the time he goes
to Paris, he features it in a quite pronounced way. He celebrates
the imminent end of slavery in Paris to Frenchmen.

Jefferson begins to develop the capacity to be all things to all
people in his own lifetime, by projecting in his letters and in his
comments different facets of his own personality and his own
political perspective.

Does this suggest that, even in this earlier, more progressive
period, he was not entirely heartfelt--that it was not sincere?

No, Jefferson is almost always sincere, even when he contradicts
himself.

You and other historians have cited the Paris years as being
some of Jefferson's happiest and most fulfilling. Regarding
his aesthetic, cultural side, what did Paris mean to Jefferson?

That side of him was vitalized and immersed in the luxuries and
the sort of ravishing and rhapsodic beauties of late eighteenth-
century Paris, which was perhaps the most beautiful city in the
world at that time. His five years there were culturally, in terms
of the architecture, the wine, the salon set, and the sheer density
of social life, a great, great experience for him. He was the
American minister to Paris, and therefore part of the court. That's
a real side of Jefferson, an important side. It's an odd set of loves
and emotional affinities, because at another level, he is saying
that what Paris represents, what urban life represents, what this
kind of consolidation of social, political, economic power
represents, is everything that he is opposed to politically.

How so?

This 1s a monarchical society, an aristocratic society. This is a
society that closes off access to power for the vast majority of the
people. The society lives by inherited wealth, and presumes a
level of class distinction that he proclaims to oppose. This is a
European urban society, the epitome of Europe, with all of its
traps and snares and deprivations. In some sense, this is what
Jefferson calls "the dead hand of the past." This is feudalism.
This is the medieval world that the United States is being




roundaed to speak against.

And yet he found himself.

And yet he loves it, he loves it. On the one hand he genuinely
loves it, and talks in ravishing terms about the architecture. He
takes trips down to southern France, and crosses over somewhat
illegally into northern Italy, to see the sights and the ruins there.
But when writing to young men who ask for his advice, he says,
"Don't come," or "Be very careful. Your life will be caught up in
sinfulness." So what's good for him is sometimes not something
he would recommend to others.

In Paris at this time, the intellectual climate offered ideas of
democracy and political liberation. These ideas were
beginning to be entertained in a serious way. What role did
he play in that?

The French Revolution is beginning to become a possibility
during Jefferson's time there, especially during the last two to
three years of his time there. He is in conversation with some of
the major figures who will become figures in the French
Revolution, such as Condurset, and Lafayette especially. There
are, in fact, meetings among people who are involved in
reforming the French monarchy, and they hope to create a
constitutional monarchy in a peaceful way. . . .

Some of the very documents from the early days of the French
Revolution are drafted with Jefferson--he didn't write them--but
they're drafted with Jefferson's contribution.

He has what turns out to be a somewhat innocent and naive
notion as to how the French Revolution will proceed. In fact,
most of the people who become his friends and associates are
themselves eventually guillotined in the French Revolution. He
thinks it will be a bloodless affair.

But the French Revolution, for Jefferson, represents "The Spirit
of "76," the American Revolution in the European context. He
sees the French Revolution as a projection of the very

revolutionary energies that he had helped launch in the United
States in the previous decade. Other Americans, John Adams and
many others, think that's a somewhat loony idea, and that the
French Revolution and the American Revolution have almost
nothing in common. But Jefferson's core conviction is that this is
the same movement that we're all part of.

If that is so, Jefferson almost seems to have been in advance
of his new French friends with regard to some of these ideas.
But there's also the fact of slavery lurking in the background.
And in many ways, the French seemed to have been more
progressive than he is. . ..

That's one of the reasons why, when Jefferson talks about slavery
in France, he talks about it as an anachronism that's soon to die.
If any of his Virginia friends saw what he was saying to his
French friends, they would be aghast. Of course, slavery was not
on the road to extinction in Virginia--nowhere near it.

And French society is a place where, for example, if you brought
a slave with you into France, upon arriving in France, that
person--man or woman--was free. Jefferson was asked by some
of his Virginia and South Carolina friends who were bringing
slaves with them over to France, "What do you do about it?" And
Jefferson said, "Well, you just don't tell them about it."




So even as he was projecting himself as the libertarian and
the democrat, he was in a sense facilitating slavery among his
American friends.

He was saying that "It's possible for you to come and over here,
bring your slaves and you won't lose them, because they won't
find out about it if you don't tell them." I don't know whether you
want to call it hypocrisy, or a kind of psychological agility, but
Jefferson is comfortable as the American in Paris in the 1780s,
the successor to Franklin, and as the emblem of the American
Revolution, which in French terms, also means an end to slavery.

The French thought that the American Revolution of course,
must lead to the end of slavery. That's what the republican
principles allegedly lead to. And Jefferson went along with that.

Jefferson hated controversy. Jefferson heard harmonies inside
himself. And whenever there was dissonance outside, that must
be wrong. There's something wrong. We have to get back to the
harmonies. And so he didn't like to argue. He liked to tell people
what they wanted to hear. The French wanted to hear that slavery
was ending. The Virginians, if they had heard that, would have
gone bonkers.

While Jefferson was in Paris, his Notes on Virginia was
published back home in America....

It was originally published in England in translation. . . . It was
published first in England and France and then it was sent back
to the United States in translated form. He didn't want it to be
published.

Why not?

Jefferson didn't like to project out into the world a single
expression of his opinions. He liked to tailor his views to
different constituencies. It's one of the reasons it's the only book
he ever published in his whole life.

So it imposed accountability.

That's right. And it did have some things to say in it about
slavery that he knew would upset certain people back in the
United States. Therefore, he was not himself involved in the
move to publish it. Once it was published, he then said, "Okay,
now it's out there, and I want to make sure it's a good English
translation," and was involved in that.

In the arena of race, it seems to be a somewhat divided book.
There are certain passages that are explicitly racist. And
there are other passages that we would think of as very
progressive with regards to slavery.

Yes. On the one hand, in Notes on Virginia, he seems to be
taking the position that slavery itself is an immoral institution,
that we need to establish some sort of gradual emancipation plan
to put it on the road to extinction. And he suggests a plan.

On the other hand, he also has some of the most racist remarks
imaginable in the book. He suggests that blacks are biologically
inferior. . . . that the racial differences between blacks and whites
are not a function of nurture, but nature, and that blacks and
whites can never hope to live together in the same society in any
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In fact, those are his honest convictions, and ones that he pretty
much holds to for the remainder of his life--that slavery should
end, but the blacks and whites cannot live together in this society.

Does he suggest, though, in Notes on Virginia . . . that even
though blacks are by his likes inferior, that this inferiority
should not preclude, or does not necessarily preclude their
right to freedom.

That's right. The fact that blacks are inferior human beings, in
Jefferson's view, doesn't mean that it's right to enslave them.
They are human, and in Jeffersonian terms, they possess within
them a core of humanity in a moral sense, which is violated when
they are enslaved. Therefore, slavery by any measure is a moral
wrong and a statement against mankind. So blacks, even though
inferior, should not be enslaved.

Is it fair to interpret that as a very radical definition of
freedom--that even a human inferiority should not preclude
one's political freedom?

I wouldn't call it a radical position. It's more of a liberal position.
Within the context of the late eighteenth century, it's a core
humanistic idea. It comes out of the Renaissance and out of the
humanistic tradition.

Jefferson gets some of his philosophical foundation for this out
of the Scotch common sense philosophy, and what's called the
moral sense--that every human being has a conscience--can tell
right from wrong--and that's the distinguishing feature of our
humanness, or our humanity. Blacks and Indians have that, too.
For that reason, to restrain them in an institution of slavery is to
prevent them from being human. That said, the biological
differences between the races will lead to warfare and bloodshed,
and weeping and gnashing of teeth, and the best thing that one
can do, if one wishes to end slavery, is to find a way to send the
freed African-Americans out of the country.

What are his views on racial mixing--mixing of the bloods?

All bad, according to his written work, and that it represents a
contamination of both races. But most especially, white Anglo-
Saxon Americans take a fatal blow to the purity of the Anglo-
Saxon race, which is destined to sweep across the North
American continent.

Jefferson is a thinking man's racist, but he's a racist. He has a
letter in the early nineteenth century, in which he talks in very
specific terms about the ratio of black and white blood inside
different people. He's talking about them as if they were animals
that you're breeding, like Merino sheep. . . .

On the one hand, his Notes on Virginia has many sections
that are racist, that clearly argue against the mixing of the
bloods, and so forth. And even as that book is becoming
known to the world, he seems to be embarking on a
relationship involving precisely that.

Right, right. We don't know for sure when Jefferson's
relationship with Sally Hemings started. The DNA testing that
has been done was done on the Eston Hemings line. Eston was
born in 1805. It does seem that Jefferson had a long-term
relationship with Sally Hemings. It's impossible for us to know




with precision when it began. The DNA testing done on the one
progeny that would have come out of the Paris years was a non-
match. That's the Woodson line.

Sally Hemings's son Madison Hemings said that that's when the
relationship started--when his mother Sally and Jefferson were
together in Paris and that, in fact, she wanted to stay in Paris, and
that Jefferson persuaded her to come back, promising that he
would eventually free all of her children.

That's according to Madison Hemings in a testimony in 1873.
My own personal opinion is that the Paris years is the time that a
sexual relationship with Sally Hemings began. She was young,
about 14 or 15 years old at that time. We know very little about
her, and what we do know comes from testimony of other slaves,
who described her as "mighty nar white." She was three-fourths
white. She had straight black hair, and was very attractive.

You can certainly say that, by initiating a relationship with Sally
Hemings in the late 1780s in Paris--if that, in fact, occurred, and
I think it probably did--he is acting in a way that's at odds with
his own statements about biological inferiority. You can explain
that by suggesting this as just another one of the Jeffersonian
contradictions.

It's one of the pieces of evidence that led folks astray for many
years, because it wasn't that Jefferson was such a gallant
wonderful fellow that caused many people to doubt that he had a
relationship with Sally Hemings. It was that he really was a
racist. The other way to potentially explain it is to say that he
didn't think of Sally as black. Sally Hemings was seven-eighths
white, and by his own definition, seven-eighths white is white.
So the children he would have had by Sally Hemings were
themselves no longer black, in Jefferson's own highly
mathematical definition of what the fundamental difference
between black and white is.

I want to come back to precisely that point a little later. Is it
fair to say that, at this point--either in Paris, or at some point
not too far after his Paris years--Jefferson began to live a
double life? That he began to live a life with Sally that, from
then on, really was at odds, not only with his racist views, but
also with his democratic views--his views as the father of
democracy?

Well, yes. I wouldn't quite put it that way myself. But I wouldn't
shout down that way of describing it. Once the relationship with
Sally Hemings begins, he is living a lie. And because he's a
public figure and has aspirations to become a major figure in
American history, he needs to conceal this. He needs to keep this
a secret.

It's also rather interesting that it is at this same moment that the
relationship with Sally begins, he begins to back away from a
leadership position on the slavery issue. It's at this time that
Jefferson begins to talk about slavery as something that he
cannot do anything about, and that needs to be postponed for the
next generation.

So are you saying then that it is very likely that his entering
into a relationship with Sally transformed the nature of
Jefferson's leadership as an American political figure?
Because certainly one of the things that has been interesting
about Jefferson up to this point is that there seemed to have
been a certain moral courage--a moral daring to come




forward, and say that all men are created eqﬁal, as he did.

Jefferson doesn't lose the moral tone. No, Jefferson becomes the
most out-front, strident leader opposing the Federalist Party in
the 1790s, seen as a hostile takeover of the American Revolution
. . . within the United States. And is the most shrill and
outspoken believer in those same revolutionary principles.

So I don't think that the relationship with Sally Hemings can be
called something that transforms him and fundamentally changes
his own political character.

Except in the area of slavery?

Except in the area of slavery, which is a big area, to be sure. It
draws upon skills and abilities that he has already developed--
abilities to speak in different ways to different constituencies--to
be agile inside himself. He's a person who can project
fundamentally different impressions and images to different
groups.

He already possessed that. But he's going to need to have that in
order to sustain this relationship with Sally Hemings. We really
can't know, or don't know, what the character of that relationship
is--whether it was a love relationship--although we can be sure
that people will be telling us what it was.

I do think it had an effect on Jefferson's life, most especially in
the way in which he backs off a position of leadership on the
slavery issue. And that's fascinating.

From our own perspective, and through what you call
"presentism," Jefferson clearly seems to be living an
outrageous double life. But were there customs in play in his
time that made this not quite so outrageous, that made it,
maybe even in many ways, normal?

Yes. Within the white planter class of the Chesapeake region--
Virginia, Maryland and maybe North Carolina --the existence of
interracial sex within the plantation between master and slave
was not uncommon. I choose those words with some care. We
don't know how frequent it was --whether it was the exception or
the rule.

John Adams first heard the story of Sally Hemings when it was
first published in 1802 by Calender, the notorious libeler of
Jefferson, and of Adams too. Adams didn't really believe it,
saying that he knows what kind of guy this Calender is. On the
other hand, Jefferson is eminently vulnerable to the charge,
because every planter in the South is involved in some way
sexually with his black charges.

Now, every planter in the South was not involved. But a lot was
going on, and a lot was being done in this way, where everybody
knew it, but no one could or would talk about it. . . .

So what was Jefferson was doing was hardly unprecedented.
What made it more dangerous was that he was a major public
figure. Therefore, the possibility of this affecting his own public
career was much more of a real threat.

So had he not been a public figure . ..

Then it would have been okay. People would have talked, and
people would have known about it. I find most interesting . . . in




reading her correspondence . . . that Jefferson's eldest daughter,
Martha who lived with him for most of his adult life and who had
12 children at Monticello, is convinced there's no relationship.
She's not covering up for her father.

Try to explain that to me. Is there any indication that anyone
in his family or in his white circle are aware of . . . It's
difficult to believe that they didn't . ..

This is the problem. Here is a person living in a plantation
mansion, but one in which people are seeing each other in a face-
to-face basis and moving around. It's impossible to imagine that
the relationship between Jefferson and Sally Hemings was
unknown to members of the family, or was unknown to other

members of the slave community--the extended family, if you
will--especially within the inner circle of the Hemingses.

But the written record that remains suggests that they all denied
that it was true, that they didn't talk about it until it was made
public in the Calender accusations of 1802. Once it's made
public, they devote a great deal of time saying that it's obviously
not true, that that's not the Mr. Jefferson that they know, etc.

There were rumors within the slave community at Monticello,
and within the world of Charlottesville around it, that something
like this was going on, and that's what Calender heard. Calender
was thrown in jail, imprisoned in the Sedition Act, and he hears
these rumors while he's in jail in Richmond.

So that there is an oral tradition that this is happening. But it
leaves no footsteps in the written record.

That's very interesting, because certainly, there clearly were
situations where the two sets of children would have spoken
to each other, or had dealings of some kind or another. ...

The only thing we know is in the testimony of Madison Hemings
in 1873, and Madison Hemings says that "Mr. Jefferson took my
mother as his concubine," that he treated all of his slaves well but
that he did not treat him, Madison Hemings or his other children
by Sally Hemings, as his children, and that he, Madison
Hemings, was resentful about that.

One of the old archetypal images of Jefferson would be him
crafting the magic words in American history with his quill pen
in Philadelphia in 1776. In the wake of the DNA revelations, we
need to think of Jefferson also sitting at dinner surrounded by his
white family--his daughter and her children, and maybe a few
guests--being served by a mulatto slave, a house servant, named
Madison Hemings, who is mostly a carpenter but periodically
helped out in the household. There is this blurry sense that
Madison Hemings is related to Jefferson, but there's no
acknowledgement of it. In Jefferson's own mind . . . he cannot
acknowledge that Madison Hemings is his own son.

The skills of a novelist are almost necessary to get at the
psychological layers that are operating there. We need to start
reading--we need Faulkner and Tennessee Williams--and stop all
the sentimental stuff about the interiors of Monticello.

You write very interestingly about his capacity for what
modern psychological language would call denial. In order to
achieve the denial, one has to repress many of one's own
natural feelings and impulses . . . such as a repression of




fatherly affection or of paternal love. Does anything indicate
particularly that, as Jefferson ages, he's increasingly in this
double life, increasingly cutting him off from himself, and
alienating him from his own?

What you're saying about denial is true. In the wake of the DNA
revelations, an already-clear pattern of denial in Jefferson's life is
deepened and darkened. In my own book about Jefferson, I really
stayed away from using the word hypocrite or hypocrisy. I talked
about him as a man who 1s self-deceived, and whose denial
mechanisms worked in such a way that he could sincerely say
somewhat different things to different groups.

I'm not sure it's possible to sustain that anymore in the wake of
the revelations on Sally Hemings. Jefferson was always capable,
in effect, of lying, and then passing a lie detector test about what
he had just said. He hires Calender to libel John Adams in the
election of 1800. And Abigail and John Adams ask him if he did
it and he says, "No, I didn't do it."

He does the same thing against George Washington in an earlier
moment in politics in 1796, and then denies to Washington that
he did it. And he seems to believe himself as he says these
things.

As he gets older, what happens politically is that he clings even
more tenaciously to his original principles, and those original
principles really are principles that he believes are at risk of
being overwhelmed by the future.

He sees the Missouri crisis as a potential threat to the Union. But
most important, he sees any degree of federal power as a threat to
what he calls consolidation. As he gets older, he becomes
increasingly isolated, and will deny evidence that doesn't fit his
particular view of the world and of what he wants America to
become.

Life for Jefferson is always black and white. And in some sense,
the most interesting thing about the whole Hemings family and
Sally is that they don't fit. They're not either black or white. But
Jefferson sees the world in terms of the forces of darkness and
the forces of light, and he's on the side of the forces of light.

He wants everything to fit into that paradigm, and when it
doesn't, he forces it in, then denies whatever doesn't fit.

This is clearly speculative. But does he pay a price for this
denial in terms of his character, and in terms of the nature of
his leadership? As he talks about slavery in his later years, he
almost tries to work it out in very mathematical terms, and
discusses how many years it would take to get blacks back to

Africa. But the problem is that then they continue to
reproduce, and he's dealing now with race and with slavery
on this very abstract and very removed--almost absurd--
level.

As he ages, he's constantly pressured by the more progressive
elements in Southern society, especially Virginia society, to
assume leadership. So he's always under pressure and he's got
nothing to lose now. He's no longer in public office. This can be a
real testimony to his contribution to American history.

And he resists it. He keeps going back and developing theoretical
plans that would allow for emancipation, and then demonstrating
that they are either economically or racially impossible. Once it's
mathematically demonstrated that it's impossible, then it's not our
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He does a kind of Pontius Pilate and says, "It's obviously
something that has got to be taken care of in the future, and I
worry that it will only occur violently." His latter-day discussions
of this are almost always in response to somebody's questioning
of him. And they almost always conclude that, while
theoretically he's in favor of emancipation, realistically it's
economically and racially impossible.

It makes me think that this somehow is central maybe to the
character of the South, that there's something deeply
southern in this. In that sense, is Jefferson maybe typical ...

Jefferson is not typical, though. Many, many people in the South
are much more willing to discuss slavery as an institution that
they're not going to condemn, that is an integral part of their
lives, and eventually they're going to describe it not just as a
necessary evil, but as a positive good.

People taking the same racist values that Jefferson does within,
say, ten or 20 years, are going to make the case that slavery's the
best thing that could possibly have happened to the African-
American population. William Fitzhugh and John C. Calhoun
both make that case. That grows right out of Jefferson's racism.
Jefferson doesn't do that. Jefferson acknowledges the humanity
of the African-Americans and the wrongness of slavery. I don't
think he's that typical.

He's more typical of the Virginia planter elite in its most
patriarchal and paternalistic mode.

Are you saying that, in the South, there never was that sort of
affection for the principles of democracy or the passion for
them in the same way that Jefferson ...

The form of slavery that exists in Virginia in the late eighteenth
century is not what develops in South Carolina and in the deep
South in the antebellum period. It's less of a highly organized,
almost-factory system as it develops in the later period. And
there are more small farms and more interactions with slaves in
the late eighteenth century.

As I said earlier, Jefferson didn't go out in the fields and be with
his slaves. But he's got a book. He knows them in a personal
way. At least he knows enough to record their births and their
children. The form of slavery that develops in the nineteenth
century is pretty different.

Is it fair to say ... that there was prescience in him? That he
foresaw, for example, the deepening conflict between the
North and the South that ultimately . . .

He does. John Adams and he correspond about this, and both of
them are worried about the future. Again, though, Jefferson's
position in the Missouri crisis is to call for the expansion of
slavery. Jefferson's position leads directly to the position of the
Confederacy in 1860. Adams's position leads directly to the
position of Lincoln in 1860. Adams says that slavery is a moral
wrong, that "We hoped that it would die a natural death. We had
looked to Virginia to assume leadership to put it on the road to
extinction. That hasn't happened, and we have to take decisive
action."

Jefferson doesn't agree with that. Jefferson says that any federal
government empowered to end slavery is a violation of the




princCipies of the American kevolution. f€'s unwilling to see
federal power used in that way.

The other thing that you must understand about him is that,
towards the end, everything needs to be seen through the prism
of debt. He is in debt. He is the modern equivalent of several
million, maybe $10 million in debt. One of the reasons that he
can't free his slaves is that he doesn't really own them anymore.
His creditors own them. In effect, he has made a promise to them
that he cannot keep--that he will take care of them. When he
dies, Monticello is going to be sold and they're going to be sold,
the vast majority of them. Most of them remain in Virginia, but
some of them are sold down the river.

In that sense, the debt issue and his inability to control his own
economic situation and his fate, is a great, great tragedy. We
think of Jefferson in such positive ways, in such affirmative
ways. But the end of his life is tragic in the extreme.

So the debt simply ties him to slavery in an inextricable way.

There's no way of saying for sure that he would have freed them
anyway. In fact, by his own words, he would not have freed them
... he would not have been able to allow them to live in Virginia.
By law, they couldn't stay in Virginia after freedom. Virginia
passed a law that precluded freeing slaves and then allowing
them to remain inside the Commonwealth. So I don't think he
would have freed them anyway. He didn't even have the luxury
of considering it. He was economically not in control of them
anymore.

So here's a man who is economically tied inextricably to
slavery and who, on a man-to-woman level, is also bound up
in this institution. He's obviously a man who is very
compromised.

If the Madison Hemings recollections are correct, Jefferson
keeps his promise to Sally Hemings. He does free her children.
And the last two are freed after he dies and by his will, though he
never frees Sally herself.

Is there speculation as to why he does not free her himself?

It's all speculation. . . . One obvious reason is that, if she's free,
he can't control her, and she might effectively speak out and
expose their relationship. Another is they have a relationship. He
wants her close to him. I'd expect to see conversations and
debates, both at the popular level and at the scholarly level about
this, ranging from a discussion of their relationship as a kind of
love relationship to a discussion of their relationship as
essentially prolonged rape.

It could go either way at this point?

I don't think it's possible to ignore the fact that this woman is a
slave. He has total power over her. To talk about this as a love
relationship in the most glowing terms is wrong, because it
ignores that control.

On the other hand, because it was so prolonged, I don't think it's
possible to imagine it as rape in any meaningful or traditional
sense of that term. I think it was a mutual understanding in which
both sides got something. She got privileges and the freedom of
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any emotional content to it beyond that, there are some things
you can never know. . . .

Jefferson, in the Declaration of Independence, makes this
really incomparable articulation of democratic promise. ...

The word that he would use is republican. In the eighteenth
century, if you said someone was a democrat, that was a bad
thing. The federalists accused Jefferson of being a democrat or a
democratic person. A democratic person is a person who panders
to popular opinion. So what you're talking about is, he would say
"republican."

In contemporary terms, his term of "republican" would
come out as "American democracy?"

Democracy comes to mean certain things in the nineteenth
century in Jacksonian and Tocquevillian America that Jefferson
didn't like. Jefferson never believed that ordinary people should
hold public office at the national level. Until very late in his day,
Jefferson didn't believe that you should vote if you didn't have
property or educational qualifications.

He didn't make that distinction by class, necessarily?

No, but what I'm saying is that the term democracy has come to
have a gestalt of meanings, and then we breathe those meanings
back on Jefferson, and many of them don't work for him.
Jefferson didn't conceive of himself as founding a democracy--in
part, because a democracy carries with it a sense of a
commitment to a materialistic culture, to a full-blooded
capitalistic system in which people's own worth was mostly
identified with what they owned. And Jefferson didn't like that.
He thought that was a contamination. When Andrew Jackson
was elected president of the United States, he thought it was the
end of the American Revolution as he knew it. It was a
repudiation of what he believed in.

So, for Jefferson, the core spirit of 1776 is a liberation movement
in which we destroy and blow to smithereens the last vestiges of
the Old World, the ancien regime, feudalism, medieval ways.

And once that's blown away, the individual energies of ordinary
Americans can express themselves in full form and pursue their
happiness. It's that liberationist philosophy--in contemporary
terms, it's pretty close to a liberationist political position. That's
really at the center of what Jefferson thought America is about.

He did make this articulation of a liberationist sort of idea
about the individual as the seat of rights and opportunities.

Jefferson is truly distinctive within the revolutionary generation.
There, most everybody else talks about the collective. Jefferson

doesn't talk much about the collective. Everybody else talks
about the public. Jefferson will talk about the people. And
Jefferson does have, in the end, an individualistic ethos, a real
belief that the individual is the sovereign unit in society. And
that's right.

The individual as the sovereign unit. Civil rights leaders in
the 1960s, most notably Dr. King, used precisely that notion--

the individual as a sovereign unit in a democracy--to gain the
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Rights Bill. Is there any indication anywhere that Jefferson
applied these ideas to the problem of race? Did he ever see
the set of ideas as having any relevance at all?

.. . Jefferson is the most eloquent lyrical spokesperson for the
most inspiring values that will lead to both the emancipation of
women and the emancipation of slaves, and then to the civil
rights movement. Martin Luther King, in the "I Have a Dream"

speech, talks about the promissory note that Jefferson issued in
1776.

But there's a reason that Martin Luther King gave the "I Have a
Dream" speech on the Lincoln memorial steps, rather than the
Jefferson memorial steps. It is Lincoln's interpretation of
Jefferson's language that is appropriate for an expansion to civil
rights.

Jefferson himself never made that expansion. In fact, he set up a
wall between the liberal and liberationist values that he was so
articulate about, and any presumption that they could be shared
with African-Americans. He felt that they were another people,
and they needed to go and have their own place. In some sense,
Jefferson wouldn't have been able to participate in Martin Luther
King's march, but maybe he could in the Million Man march.

Is it fair to say that Jefferson felt that his brand of
individualistic, liberationist branch of republicanism or
democratic thought was not strong enough to breach this
problem of racial difference?

It's an interesting point. There was never a moment when he
didn't say that what he most believed in wasn't strong and
powerful. It was so strong that it was going to blow away the
European monarchies of the nineteenth century, and it did. It was
so strong that it was going to blow away any challenges in the
twentieth century in the form of Nazism and fascism and
totalitarianism. And it did.

So the notion that it wasn't strong, no. It's that he couldn't think
of black people as people in the same sense as white people.

Does that fact in itself suggest that there is something too
idealistic about democracy--that Jefferson's own failings in
this regard suggest that democracy is too idealistic? Is it not
really possible in its fullest sense?

There are many, many things central to the democratic tradition
that you and I now believe in, which nobody in the late
eighteenth century would have been able to comprehend--in
gender equity, racial equality, the multicultural agenda, and
diversity.

Nobody, including Jefferson, would have understood that.
Jefferson's the most articulate spokesman for the core of values
that grow in meaning to cover those groups and to have those
modern, contemporary, inspirational meanings. But he himself, is
back there in the eighteenth century, and there's a chasm between
him and us. I don't think that means that he's a hypocrite. It
means that we can't expect him to think and behave along late
twentieth-century lines.

Can we say that Jefferson was flawed, in that, even though he
could envision this individualistic ideal, he was unable to see

its relevance to race? We now know what we know about
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reason to believe that this flaw of Jefferson's remains a threat
to democracy? Is it really something that may still threaten to
undermine this great individualistic, liberationist vision?

No. I don't think so. We have evolved as a society to a level of
commitment, especially in terms of racial justice, that will never
surrender. It's one of the reasons that we're fighting in Kosovo.
We're fighting against the kind of society that separates people on
the basis of race and ethnicity and ethnically cleanses or kills
them. And we're never going back.

You can go back to Jefferson and discover in him the
inspirational values that allowed us to reach this moment, and
you'd be right. But you can also go back and see that he himself
remains embedded in the late eighteenth century as a man who
cannot fathom the relationship between the races being equal and
harmonious.

In some sense, it's a real sign of how far we've come, and how
truly revolutionary the principle of a racially integrated society
is. And we shouldn't take that for granted. It's an unusual
achievement, and the rest of the world is still trying to catch up.

Especially in the context of Jefferson's autobiography, how

much was Jefferson's intimacy with slaves a part of his life?
What was recorded?

When he was about two years old and carried as a child from
Tuckahoe, the original place of his birth right near Monticello, he
remembers being carried on a pillow. He was told he was carried
on a pillow by a slave.

His last conscious thought, or semi-conscious thought, occurs on
the evening of July 3, 1826. As he's dying, he's making noises
and they don't know what it is. He's talking about being back in
the Revolution, and then he makes a gurgling sound, and he's
trying to say something, he wants something. The only person in
the room who understands what he's asking for is his trusted
slave Burwell, and Burwell steps forward and adjusts the pillows.
That's the last sound Jefferson makes.

So both his first conscious thought and his last sound, at least, are
directly related to a slave.

Who's in the room with him at his deathbed?

When he is dying, there's a fairly sizeable gathering of people
and physicians as well. But Burwell is his trusted manservant
who accompanies him everywhere, and who fans him, keeps the
flies off of him--it's very hot. Burwell is there throughout the
vigil at the bedside, and responds to Jefferson's request to adjust
the pillows.

What family is Burwell a part of?

Burwell is part of the extended Hemings family and is one of the
slaves freed in Jefferson's will.

That's a pretty vivid image. In the traditional sense of the
word "family," that is, his immediate white family, how
important is family to Jefferson?

Jefferson talks about family in the most glowing terms. Jefferson
Aecerihee family ac the cinole mocet meaninofiil 11nit 11 hic life
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This is the place where real happiness happens. Public life is a
place where trials and tribulations and horrors happen and people
behave badly, and you retreat back to your family as this
preserve. It's a sort of tabernacular place, where you can be who
you really are, and can interact in ways that are emotional and
intimate and affectionate and towards other people.

For Jefferson, that is the real place where, if you're going to
pursue happiness, you're going to find it.

That's not just idle rhetoric. There are elements of rhetoric,
which you pointed out. . . . Talk a little bit about how the
importance of family, as he actually acts on it.

Jefferson wants to gather together as many of his immediate
family and friends as close to him as possible. He puts enormous
pressure on his eldest daughter Martha to live with him and to
raise her children at Monticello.

She does that, and in some sense, her own husband, Jefferson's
son-in-law, essentially is odd man out. His daughter's main
relationship is with her father rather than with her husband, in
many respects.

He wants his younger daughter, Maria, to do the same thing. She
resists, because she knows if she comes under the spell of
Jefferson, she will not have the kind of autonomous life she
wants to have. Jefferson also writes to many of his friends, like
Monroe and Madison and William Short, his personal secretary,
and talks them into buying up land right around here and all
living together in a kind of family unit. In fact, Monroe's place is
not far away, and Madison's is not that far away either.

I want to bring you back to the scene that you evoked very
powerfully, of the sitting around the table. His daughter is
there, his grandchildren are there. As informed speculation,
what do you imagine is the dynamic around that table, first
of all, among the white people? How does it feel to be the
daughter or the grandchildren in what would have been
almost a daily event?

Picture Jefferson sitting at a table with his children and
grandchildren and a few guests. They're being served by say
Madison Hemings, who is a young mulatto slave (though most of
the time Madison Hemings would have been working outside as
a carpenter). The feelings in the room are extraordinarily
complicated and difficult for us to fathom.

At some level, because they see Madison Hemings a lot on a
day-by-day basis, there's nothing that novel about the situation.
They have learned, in effect, how to see him and not see him at
the same time. They have learned how to talk to him and about
him in ways that are familiar, but don't expose his real
familiarity.

Jefferson himself, inside his own mind, is capable of setting
these borders, essentially playing hide-and-seek within himself.
He imposes that same kind of order on his family at Monticello,
and they're all extraordinarily deft at it.

But you can talk to members of southern white families in the
South now, they say, "Oh, we always knew about so-and-so," and
so on. It's just that there are certain things that you don't talk
about.




In the Jefferson sense, those things that you don't talk about are
really solemn things that you don't talk about. You don't talk
about the fact that your relative is an alcoholic. That wouldn't be
polite. You don't talk about the fact that some of your children
probably murdered somebody down in Kentucky. That would
disturb the atmospherics that are essential for the kind of family
unit that Jefferson wants to survive. But the psychological agility
required to enforce that is extraordinary.

For Jefferson, was race a double issue, in a sense? On one
level, when he wanted to enjoy or be with Sally as a woman,
he could see her as white, and fully human. But when he
wanted to deny her human entitlements, he could see her as
black. Was there a double convenience involved there?

Yes, Jefferson's racial views do give him an ability to have his
cake and eat it, too. On the one hand, he can control Sally
Hemings, and doesn't have to worry about a relationship that's a
truly equitable relationship, back and forth. And yet he can get
his physical gratification and satisfactions at the same time.

Jefferson is excellent at "having your cake and eating it, too."
And he's excellent at then denying inside himself what he's
doing. What's impossible to know is what Sally thinks and feels
on her side of this relationship at this time.

Madison does give some indication . . . about his experience
serving in the house. ...

Madison Hemings said that he felt that he was treated as one of
the Hemings slaves, and that they were treated in more privileged
ways than the other slaves. But he was treated as a slave. He was
not treated as a member of Jefferson's family, or in the same way
that Jefferson's own grandchildren were treated. And he resented
that. He was the age of Jefferson's grandchildren. He's implicitly
suggesting that, within the family, Jefferson never acknowledged
his paternity.

Monticello was important to Jefferson, more than just a
place to lay your head. You talked about the architecture and
the place of Monticello in his mind. Give us the sense of that
importance.

Jefferson began to build Monticello in the early 1770s, and it was

a lifelong project. It's constantly being built and rebuilt, although
in some sense, it never looks the way it looks now, when tourists
come to visit. It is what Jefferson wanted it to look like. It was
always a kind of construction site throughout most of his years.
It's on top of a mountain. By the way, that's one of the reasons
that he's not a very good farmer, because the soil on mountains is
not very good, and it has lots of inconveniences. But it gives him
an incredible panoramic view of the region, and it puts him in a
place where he feels separated from other people--where he's got
a kind of fortress.

So it's both a haven and a fortress--a haven in a heartless world,
if you will. But it's also a place where he's safe, and where he can
gather around him the affectionate folk that will allow the kind of
idyllic world that Jefferson believes in, that can exist without
human interference.

Monticello is that for him. The other reality is that it only works
both as a plantation and as a mansion because African-
Americans built the mansion and African-Americans are out
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Talk about this constant construction, and the environment
that Jefferson sees himself building. What about Jefferson,
the designer?

Jefferson liked to design whatever environment he lived in, even
when he moved into temporary quarters in Paris or in
Philadelphia. He would have the owner give him permission to
redesign it, to tear things down and construct it. He was really
obsessed with living in spaces that he himself controlled and
designed.

Monticello is the ultimate Jeffersonian space. He designs in the
1770s and then redesigns in the 1780s and 1790s, and is in the
process of constructing it according to his larger scheme. The
larger scheme was necessary in order to contain the larger family
that he had produced, and that he wanted to have live there.

At any one time, it required 100 or 200 workmen to construct
that--some of them Irish workmen, but others mostly African-
American slaves.

Did he also design the racial environment--the layers of
unpleasantness and where they were relegated?

Just as Jefferson designed the physical thing called Monticello,
the mansion, it seems to me that he also was extraordinarily

committed to designing the social and racial arrangements at
Monticello.

The fieldhands, who tended to be the darker African-Americans,
were far away and were out of view. They were seldom seen
even by Jefferson, and certainly not by visitors. The . . . slaves
that were seen when visitors came and were in interactions with
the Jefferson family on a day-by-day basis were almost all
Hemingses. They were all light-skinned slaves. They didn't look
like full-blooded Africans because, in some sense, they weren't.

Jefferson liked that kind of arrangement because it muted and
ameliorated his understanding of what slavery really was. These
weren't really slaves. These were people who were here living
with his family. These people really weren't black. These were
people who were sort of white.

I think that that's what he himself designed, and several visitors
to Monticello commented on the light-skinned character of the
slaves that they saw at Monticello.

Of course, slavery can't function without unpleasantness. So
when there is unpleasantness, whether it's whippings or the sales
or the auctions, how i1s that absorbed in the environment?

Jefferson himself never whipped any slave that we know of. He
did, on occasion, allow a whipping to occur, not in his presence,
by an overseer. And when he was going to sell slaves, he would
see to it that they would be sold down to other plantations far
away. In fact, he said, "I do not like to see my name in the
newspapers associated with these transactions." So he wanted to
divorce himself, disassociate himself, from the most unattractive
dimensions of slavery whenever possible.

Can you talk about his gloom in 1820? There's a real sense of
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In 1820, at the public and political level, Jefferson believes that
the world that he wanted America to become is on the verge of
destruction. The federal government is assuming or claiming the
power to control slavery. And slavery itself as an institution is
threatening the Union in ways that he thinks is going to possibly
lead to civil war.

Jefferson's answer to that is to allow slavery to expand into the
West, not to try to stop it. But he sees this as a contagion, and he
sees that the sectional argument beginning there is very, very
divisive. He talks in apocalyptic terms about what the future of
the United States 1s, and that he does not wish to live it.

At the personal level, he's in debt, and becoming even more in

debt. The opportunity to envision his family and Monticello ever
getting out from underneath that debt is closing--the opportunity
no longer exists. Here's a man who says that every generation
should be sovereign--and he's going to bequeath to his heirs a
huge debt. He's not going to be able to keep the promise that he's
made to his slaves, to take care of them. They're going to be sold
down the river or sold anyway. His surviving daughter, Martha,
actually becomes a ward of the state.

You had talked about his bold position on slavery in 1784.
Contrast that position with his position as an older man.

Jefferson's position in 1819-1822 on the Missouri Compromise is
that the federal government does not have the power to regulate
slavery in the western territories--that the people in the territories
have a right to do what they want to do. It becomes the position
of Stephen Douglass in the 1850s--popular sovereignty. But
Jefferson then says that the diffusion of slavery into the West will
ameliorate slaves' conditions. John Adams says, "How can a
cancer, when it spreads, make things better? This is a cancer."

The thing that's really discouraging is that Jefferson's position at
that point is a direct contradiction of the more liberal and
progressive position he had taken as a young man. In 1784, he
had effectively said that there should be no slavery allowed to
expand into the West at all. And that particular motion failed by
only one vote in the Confederation Congress in 1784.

So the young man is taking a much more liberal position, a
much more abolitionist position, than the elderly man. It's
not a modest modification of views.

This is not a modest modification--this is a 180-degree switch.
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