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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis contends that Anglo-Saxon studies made a powerful contribution to 
Thomas Jefferson’s development of public concepts of American identity and 
nationalism in ways that have been elided by scholars preoccupied with Jefferson’s 
classicism. Jefferson’s comprehensive survey of Anglo-Saxon grammar, language, 
law and emigration provided him with a precedent for revolution and helped him 
develop a model of American nationhood. Jefferson’s detailed study of the Anglo-
Saxon era set him apart from writers on both sides of the Atlantic in the period 
1750-1860, and this thesis will argue that to generalize his interest as ‘whig history’ 
or a subscription to a theory of Teutonic superiority is unjustified. 

Chapter One considers Jefferson’s educational background, his exposure to Anglo-
Saxon history and the degree to which he might have been encouraged to pursue it.  
Previous studies of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism have presumed that there was a 
‘Gothic font’ from which American Founding Fathers could drink; the detailed 
study of Anglo-Saxon historiography in this chapter will show otherwise. Chapter 
Two is concerned with a detailed examination of the collections of books relating to 
Anglo-Saxon history and language that Jefferson collected throughout his lifetime. 
If Jefferson was concerned with whig dialogues, or interested in the Saxons as a 
product of a passion for Tacitus we should find evidence of it here. In fact, the 
study of Jefferson’s library in Chapter Two demonstrates that Jefferson was 
genuinely an expert Anglo-Saxon scholar and regarded that knowledge base as a 
political tool. Chapters Three and Four constitute detailed examinations of the 
nationalist use to which Jefferson put his understanding of early English history.  
Chapter Three considers the problem of shared heritage with Britain confronting 
the American statesman in the 1760s and 1770s and his employment of pre-Norman 
history in resolving this conflict. Chapter Four enlarges upon the study of American 
national identity, with specific reference to the linguistic debates following on the 
Revolution.  This chapter revolves around a reconsideration of Jefferson’s Anglo-
Saxon Essay and his attempts to introduce this language into the education of future 
American statesmen.  Jefferson’s examination of Anglo-Saxon history, when 
considered in this light, seems oddly discordant with the simplistic notion of 
Jefferson as a founder of Teutonic superiority.  Chapter Five is interested in 
Jefferson’s impact on historical rhetoric in the nineteenth century.  

Thomas Jefferson used English history as an aid to separating an American nation 
from the British Empire and he believed that Americans could look to their Anglo-
Saxon ancestors for a precedent that would justify their independence from Britain.  
He saw in Anglo-Saxon studies a means for appropriating those parts of English 
history that could underpin a national identity defined by freedom, initiative, and 
perhaps a racial predilection for democracy, while simultaneously rejecting 
Britain’s authority in his present.  
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It is very difficult to persuade the great body of mankind to give up 
what they have once learned, and are now masters of, for something to 
be learnt anew. Time alone insensibly wears down old habits, and 
produces small changes at long intervals, and to this process we must 
all accommodate ourselves, and be content to follow those who will 
not follow us.1

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Thomas Jefferson to John Wilson, August 17, 1813 
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Perhaps the sentiments contained in the following pages, are not yet 
sufficiently fashionable to procure them general favor; a long habit of 
not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being 
right, and raises at first a formidable outcry in defense of custom. But 
the tumult soon subsides. Time makes more converts than reason. 2

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On July 4 1776, the same day that the Declaration of Independence was signed, 

Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin and John Adams were assigned to consider 

an appropriate design for a Great Seal to represent the new nation.3  Adams 

proposed the figure of Hercules resting on his club, shunning sloth and pleasure, 

and beckoned by Virtue to ascend her rugged mountain, clearly a classical image.  

Franklin preferred a Biblical icon: Moses in priestly robes causing the sea to 

overwhelm mighty Pharaoh, while a pillar of fire in the clouds evoked divine 

presence. Jefferson liked this, and proposed for the reverse side: 

 
Hengist and Horsa, the Saxon chiefs from whom we claim the honor 
of being descended, and whose political principles and form of 
government we have assumed.4

 
 

This extraordinary statement of American descent from Anglo-Saxon 

ancestry has provoked surprisingly little analysis from historians, as indeed has 

                                                 
2 Common Sense, printed in Thomas Paine, Rights of Man, Common Sense and 
Other Political Writings, Edited with an Introduction by Mark Philp (Oxford, 1995) 
introduction 
3 For an excellent discussion of this event see Allen J Frantzen, Desire for Origins: 
New Language, Old English, and Teaching the Tradition (New Brunswick and 
London, 1947) p15-17 
4 Quoted by John Adams to Abigail Adams, August 14, 1776 cited in Charles 
Francis Adams, ed., Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife, Abigail Adams, 
During the Revolution (New York, 1876) p210 
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Jefferson’s prolonged and detailed study of the Anglo-Saxon language and laws.  

Jefferson’s devotion to early English history transcended an interest in the origins 

of the common law or a subscription to a myth of Saxon democracy; it was a vital 

part of his nation building rhetoric. 

 
This thesis uses Jefferson’s studies of the Anglo-Saxon period to fill two 

historical lacunae.  Firstly, it fills a gap in Jeffersonian historiography in its 

contention that Anglo-Saxon studies made a powerful contribution to his 

development of public concepts of American identity and nationalism in ways that 

have been elided by scholars preoccupied by Jefferson’s classicism.  Caught up in 

debate over the relative influence of Lokean liberalism and classical republicanism 

over Jefferson and his writings, scholars have simply overlooked the evidence that 

Anglo-Saxon studies provided Jefferson with a seperate source of inspiration.  

Jefferson’s comprehensive survey of Anglo-Saxon grammar, language, law and 

emigration provided him with a precedent for revolution and helped him develop a 

model of American nationhood. Secondly this thesis argues that Jefferson has been 

neglected in the British literature on Anglo-Saxonism itself, in which his Anglo-

Saxon scholarship has earned him a place.   

 

The problems with existing research into Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon 
studies 
 
Jefferson has long been recognized as a student of history, but the details of what 

he studied and why are far from being fully explored.  None of Jefferson’s 

biographers appears to have appreciated the actual significance of Anglo-Saxon 

studies to him.  Malone briefly noted Jefferson’s ‘enduring interest in Anglo-Saxon, 

which began when he was struggling with legal terms as a law student’ in this 

single sentence set amidst a paragraph commenting on Jefferson’s broad linguistic 

interests.5 As Kennedy observes, ‘[t]he problem for historians assessing the 

                                                 
5 Dumas Malone, Jefferson the Virginian, ed. Brown and Company Little, VI vols., 
vol. I, Jefferson and His Times (Boston, 1948) p105 
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character of Thomas Jefferson is that they have too much accessible information.’6  

Few have chosen to specialize in what has been perceived as the relatively obscure 

field of his Anglo-Saxon studies. 

 

A number of historians have considered Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon interest as a 

subscription to a popular idealization of England’s pre-feudal history.  Freedman 

and Spiegel noted:  

 

Thomas Jefferson and other early American revolutionaries were immersed in 
myths of Anglo-Saxon democracy, whose laws and chronicles, they believed, 
foreshadowed their ambitions for democracy.7

 

Nathan Schachner singled Jefferson out at greater length, describing details of his 

belief in the Saxon democracy.8  Without pausing to examine the origins of Anglo-

Saxon studies, or the depth of Jefferson’s academia on the subject Schachner 

concluded: 

 

To his Anglo-Saxon forebears, indeed, he came to attribute all the 
virtues and believed that the current corruption of England was due 
solely to the Norman invasion and the consequent introduction of the 
feudal system.9

 

In this formulation, Jefferson’s specialised study of Anglo-Saxon history is 

confused by those who examine his beliefs only as a cursory adjunct to a theory of 

the development of Teutonic racism with a subscription to a popular glamorisation 

of Saxon democracy. Schachner suggested that: 

Jefferson might be considered one of the first to support in America 
the Teutonic hypothesis that became so fashionable in the second half 

                                                 
6 Roger G Kennedy, Burr, Hamilton and Jefferson; A Study in Character (Oxford, 
2000) p7  
7 Paul Freedman and Gabrielle Speigel, "Medievalisms Old and New: The 
Rediscovery of Alterity in North American Medieval Studies," The American 
Historical Review 103 (1998): p680 
8 Nathan Schachner, Thomas Jefferson: A Biography (New York, 1957) p47  
9 Ibid  p48 
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of the nineteenth century.10  
 

Yet how similar was the Teutonic hypothesis really to Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxonism?  Did he make the same broad assumptions about the Germanic people 

on as small an evidentiary base?  Schachner did not pursue a prolonged study of 

Jefferson’s purpose, instead making the largely unsupported assumption that his 

superficial similarity to later writers indicated similar motivations. 

 

Historians displaying a more detailed interest in Jefferson’s scholarship have 

tended either to place him in a ‘whig’ pattern of history, or to identify his interest in 

the Anglo-Saxon era as a product of his classical studies.  Noble Cunningham Jr, 

who noted that in the Summary View of the Rights of British America Jefferson 

‘began his argument by going back to the migrations of the Saxons’, nevertheless 

explained Jefferson’s inspiration by classical historians: 11

 

[Jefferson] was gratified to read in Stanyan’s history of Greece that 
‘the first kings of Greece were elected by the free consent of the 
people.’  He also found examples in ancient history of colonies that 
governed themselves independently.  Such historical precedents 
formed the basis of much of Jefferson’s reasoning in A Summary 
View.12

 

Thus the role of the Anglo-Saxons in Jefferson’s political writings was obscured 

amongst his other historical studies; Cunningham’s detailed reference to the Greek 

era in this context illustrates his inclination to attribute classical inspiration to 

Jefferson’s writing. Richard made this connection more directly, explicitly 

describing Jefferson’s recourse to Anglo-Saxon precedent in the Summary View of 

the Rights of British America as a manifestation of a reading of Tacitus: 

 

                                                 
10 Ibid  
11 Noble E Cunningham, In Pursuit of Reason: The Life of Thomas Jefferson (Baton 
Rouge, 1987) p27  
12 Ibid  p30  
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Jefferson’s love of Tacitus, as viewed through the prism of British 
Whiggery, was manifested in his instructions in 1774 to the Virginia 
delegates at the Continental Congress…In his most complete 
statement before the Declaration of Independence concerning 
American resistance to British measures, Jefferson argued that just as 
the Anglo-Saxons after immigrating to Britain owed no obedience to 
their mother country, according to natural law, so Britons having 
come to America owed no obedience to Britain.13

 

Here Jefferson’s reading of Tacitus was seen as being influenced by Whig writers 

of England.  Such an assumption demonstrates the fundamental problem with 

attributing a classical inspiration to America’s Founding Fathers – namely that the 

classics were equally popular on both sides of the Atlantic in the eighteenth 

century, and cannot be used to distinguish American statesmen from their English 

counterparts.  Gosset’s approach to Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon studies seems to keep 

the American in line with English writers, rather than exploring the differences 

between them.  This idea was stated more explicitly by Sheldon when he wrote of 

the irony of American statemen employing essentially English constitutional ideas 

against them: 

 
Theories of a virtuous Ancient Constitution and inherent natural rights 
could not be enshrined in British politics and law without eventually 
finding their way across the ocean – especially to the growing class of 
colonial lawyers.14  

 

Sheldon made little mention of Jefferson’s interest in Anglo-Saxon history and 

language, a topic that might be thought especially relevant to an author concerned 

with reconciling the ongoing debate about the historical influences over Jefferson’s 

political stance.  Yet those historians who referred to Jefferson’s interest in Anglo-

Saxon history at greatest length similarly attributed his studies to the influence of 

English writers, and so obscured the details of his interest under the broad 

description of ‘whig history’.  The source of this idea appears to be the work of H 

                                                 
13 Carl J Richard, "A Dialogue With the Ancients: Thomas Jefferson and Classical 
Philosophy and History," Journal of the Early Republic 9 (1989): p443 
14 Garrett Ward Sheldon, The Political Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson (Baltimore, 
1954) p24 
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Trevor Colbourn, whose research on Thomas Jefferson has been a benchmark for 

many years.  

 

 Colbourn is one of only a very few historians to have acknowledged at any 

length that Anglo-Saxon history played a significant part in the thoughts and ideas 

of America’s Founding Fathers, perhaps even a greater role than the classics.   In 

addition to several concise articles, Colbourn published a book on ‘whig history’ in 

the American Revolution.15  In this text Colbourn asserted repeatedly that it was a 

nearly unanimous assumption amongst the Founding Fathers that Anglo-American 

democratic practices came from the Anglo-Saxons, and that the Common Law 

dated back to the Saxons but had been overridden in the flush of the Norman 

invasion. Colbourn unearthed a formidable number of quotes to support this view, 

from a broad range of statesmen, although his greatest emphasis was on Thomas 

Jefferson and John Adams.   Colbourn’s doctoral thesis The Saxon Heritage: 

Thomas Jefferson Looks at English History was an intensive assessment of 

Jefferson’s study of history.16   Yet throughout these sources Colbourn emphasized 

Jefferson’s place amongst England’s ‘whig historians’ with little assessment of 

Jefferson’s independent research into the Saxon people and language.  

 

 The term ‘whig history’ is itself imprecise and does nothing to clarify the 

nature of Jefferson’s study of history.  Rather it seems to distract from Jefferson 

with complicated questions about the meaning and nature of ‘whig history,’ a term 

that can be used to denote fundamentally different things.  Inherently pejorative, the 

expression ‘whig history’ was first coined by Herbert Butterfield in 1931, and took 

its name from the British political party.17  To Butterfield ‘Whiggish’ history was: 

 

                                                 
15 Trevor Colbourn, The Lamp of Experience (Indianapolis, 1965) 
16 H Trevor Colbourn, "The Saxon Heritage: Thomas Jefferson Looks at English 
History" (Johns Hopkins, 1953) 
17 EH Carr, What is History? (Middlesex, 1961) p41 The Whig party were 
parliamentarian Protestants who supported William and Mary in the 1688 Glorious 
Revolution and later supported the Hanoverian monarchy. 
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…the tendency of many historians to write on the side of Protestants 
and Whigs, to praise revolutions provided they have been successful, 
to emphasize certain principles of progress in the past and to produce 
a story which is the ratification if not the glorification of the present.18  

 

The two defining elements of whig historicism according to Butterfield were 

identification with the Whig political party and a tendency towards progressivism.  

These two features are more easily dealt with separately since writers are frequently 

imprecise in their use of the term ‘whig history’ and have sometimes used it to refer 

solely to either progressivism or to political affiliation.  Rarely is the term still used 

as Butterfield defined it.  For the sake of clarity, henceforth in this thesis the use of 

the capitalised ‘Whig’ will refer to political affiliation with or sympathy for the 

English Whig party whereas the term ‘whig historian’ will refer to a progressivist 

approach to the development of mankind as described by Butterfield.   

 

 H Trevor Colbourn also distinguished between whig and Whig history, 

describing the former as the origin of the latter.  He defined what he meant by 

‘Whig history’ thus:  

 

The historical whigs were writers seeking to support Parliamentary 
claims upon the royal prerogatives by exalting the antiquity of 
Parliament and by asserting that their political ambitions had solid 
foundation in ancient customs.  They presented an idealized version of 
an Anglo-Saxon democracy, which they usually found overturned by 
Norman treachery and feudalism.19

 

To Colbourn the original Whig historians were Parliamentarians and subscribers to 

the myth of Saxon democracy. At first glance this definition of a Whig historian 

would appear to be inapplicable to Jefferson, who certainly was not interested in 

promoting the authority of the English parliament through legal precedent.  

Jefferson himself used the term ‘Whig historians,’ to denote specifically political 

writers sympathetic to Whig political principles:  

                                                 
18 Herbert Butterfield, Whig Interpretation of History (New York, 1965) preface  
19 Colbourn, The Lamp of Experience  p7  
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Whig historians of England…have always gone back to the Saxon 
period for the true principles of their constitution, while the Tories and 
Hume, their Coryphaeus, date it from the Norman conquest, and hence 
conclude that the continual claim by the nation of the good old Saxon 
laws, and the struggles to recover them, were ‘encroachments of the 
people on the crown, and not usurpations of the crown on the 
people’.20

 

Jefferson emphasized a belief in Saxon precedent as the defining element of the 

Whig, and focussed on the struggle to recover the good Saxon laws.  According to 

this definition it is possible to identify Jefferson as a Whig historian, but only to the 

extent that his constitutional legal theory was based on some superficially similar 

historical assumptions to that of the Whigs. To do so, however, would be to 

overlook the many ways in which Jefferson’s interpretation of the historical record 

was in direct conflict with that of seventeenth and eighteenth century Whigs.  This 

encapsulates the inherent danger of the ‘whig’ generalization; it is a generalisation 

and not an explanation for individual behaviour.  As Lynd summarised so 

admirably ‘…having expelled a simple distinction between Whigs and Tories from 

social and political history, we should not reintroduce it by way of the history of 

ideas.’21   

 

The problem raised by the association of Jefferson with either Whig or whig 

history is that such studies fail to address the enormous amount of primary source 

material Jefferson collected, or the significant diversions that Jefferson made from 

the works of the Whig historians.  Merril Peterson devoted some half dozen pages 

to describing Jefferson’s place within Whig narratives of history, including Tacitus, 

and ‘old Coke’ (neither of whom can actually be described as Whig historians as 

both pre-date the Whig movement).  Peterson referred also to authors whose books 

                                                 
20 Andrew Lipscomb and Albert Bergh, eds., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, 
vol. 17 (Washington, 1905) volume 16, 127-128  
21 Staughton Lynd, "Review Article: The Lamp of Experience: Whig History and 
the Origins of the American Revolution," The William and Mary Quarterly 23 
(1966): p326 
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were collected by Jefferson, such as Lord Kames, Dalrymple, Rapin-Thoyras and 

the trace elements of Whig history in Hume. In looking for the Whig elements in 

such a notorious Tory writer as Hume, Peterson undermined what was actually a 

careful balance of Whig and Tory secondary sources in Jefferson’s library. Peterson 

left out entirely the many other books in Jefferson’s library from which he learned 

about Anglo-Saxon language and culture free of Whig historical dialogues, primary 

sources and the works of the (largely Tory) Queens’ Saxonists, a group of 

seventeenth-century Anglo-Saxon specialist scholars located at Queen's College, 

Oxford. 

 

 One could perhaps argue that Peterson intended ‘whig history’ to refer to a 

progressivist discourse glorifying the Saxon past rather than a Whig political 

sympathy.  Peterson concluded her incomplete analysis with the following stunning 

statement: 

 

Early committed to the Saxon myth, Jefferson never abandoned it. His 
lifelong interest in the Anglo-Saxon language expressed a linguistic 
passion, involved as well, however, with the roots of law and 
government. Saxon laws of tenure and descent served him well in the 
reform of Virginia institutions commencing in 1776. And before that, 
in 1774, he invoked the Saxon myth to justify the colonists' claims 
against the mother country. This revealed a characteristic habit, of 
mind: the appeal to ancient sources in behalf, not of conservatism, but 
of change and revolution.22

 

This extraordinary observation cries out for exploration.  Caught up together in 

Peterson’s analysis are several distinct features of Thomas Jefferson’s historical 

studies: the Anglo-Saxon origins of the English language, the Anglo-Saxon origins 

of the common law, and the distortion of English whig history that Jefferson 

employed against the mother country at the moment of the revolution.  Three 

separate and interesting uses of history identified by Peterson become a single 

inexplicable morass under the heading ‘whig historian’, which according to 

                                                 
22 Merrill D. Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography 
(London, 1975) p60  
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Jefferson’s definition should apply only to his constitutional legal theory.   Rather 

than clarifying the nature of Jefferson’s interest in the past, the expression ‘whig 

history’ distracted Peterson from the really interesting features of Jefferson’s study, 

which bore little resemblance to either Whig or whig history. 

 

 Colbourn’s formal definition of his use of ‘whig historian’ made in his 

doctoral dissertation was something different again from the two theories 

previously discussed:  

 

Briefly, a whig (lower case first letter) historian was usually a 
propagandist or scholar whose basic attitude to history combined a 
love of precedent with a partisan precedence toward the past.  
However, the nature of their outlook was distinctly democratic, and 
for this at least the whig historians are entitled to a charitable view of 
their evident unhistoricity and bias…Perhaps the true common 
denominator was their characteristically English relation with the 
past...23

 
Here a ‘whig historian’ is a writer with a desire to demonstrate a precedent for 

democracy in English history.  Progressivism has been dropped from the definition 

of a whig.  Identifying Jefferson with this last portrait of ‘whig historians’ is 

understandable – he did look to the ancient English past for the foundations of his 

political arguments.   

 

Yet there are problematic assumptions linked to whig history in this 

definition.  Whigs are defined according to their ‘unhistoricity and bias’, and are 

‘distinctly democratic’. Therefore identifying Jefferson as a whig historian obviates 

the need to look further for explanations of his inaccurate picture of the Anglo-

Saxon past. In spite of Jefferson’s repeated insistence that primary source material 

should be referred to directly whenever possible, Colbourn interpreted Jefferson’s 

picture of Saxon history as an accidental misunderstanding of Saxon history and 

culture.  Thus he failed to credit Jefferson with a deliberate distortion to suit his 
                                                 

23 Colbourn, "The Saxon Heritage: Thomas Jefferson Looks at English History"  
pp18-19  
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ends.  Yet, what evidence is there that Jefferson was either a naïve or a careless 

scholar?  On the contrary, there is every reason to suppose that he was neither.  

What interpretation could we put on his manipulation of the historical record if we 

assumed that it was a deliberate and cautious challenge to scholarly ideals? 

 

 Colbourn repeatedly described American Anglo-Saxonism as a subscription 

to English Whig history and thus an almost inevitable movement across the 

Atlantic of English Whig views.  Colbourn credited the Americans with little 

independent evolution of whig ideas, nor did he successfully emphasize the clever 

adaptation of English philosophy to the American political environment.   

 

The whig view of history, as will be shown, was a powerful weapon 
of the American revolutionaries, but it was neither exclusive to the 
colonists nor was it temporarily resurrected from seventeenth century 
England.  The American subscribers to whig history with its 
wonderful claims for the rights of Englishmen had their counterparts 
in the home of the untransplanted Englishman.24  

 

As we have already seen, Colbourn defined whig history according to its 

Englishness.  He never attempted to explain this flowering of it in the hands of a 

man trying to eradicate conscious Englishness in his nation and replace it with 

theories that were uniquely American.  This thesis is very concerned with rectifying 

this lacuna. 

 

 Colbourn talked about American Anglo-Saxonism as a fait accompli – he did 

not examine the process by which this became such a prevalent view, nor give 

proper credit for the persuasiveness of the leaders of this movement.   

 

Once alerted by Coke, Jefferson dug back to the roots of things before 
Magna Charta, before the Norman Conquest; unlike Coke, he came to 
believe that these ancient Saxon foundations of English liberty had 
been corrupted in the succeeding centuries. His principal guides here 
were the work of Henry Bracton and the digest of Alfred's laws. 

                                                 
24 Ibid p16  
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Bracton, not Coke, he discovered, was the true foundation. Written a 
few years after Magna Charta, in technical Latin ‘abounding in terms 
antiquated, obsolete, and unintelligible but to the most learned,’ he 
later said, it gave the common law its ultimate form at exactly the 
point of division of the unwritten from the written, or statutory, law. 
Jefferson moved forward from Coke too, using Matthew Bacon's 
digest, various reports of cases, and treatises by Lord Kames and 
others.25

 

Although Colbourn described Jefferson as digging ‘back to the roots’ he made no 

mention of the exhaustive list of primary source material Jefferson collected, nor 

the specialist Anglo-Saxon linguists he cited.  To describe Bracton and Alfred’s 

laws as Jefferson’s ‘principle guides’ without reference to his many other sources 

seems arbitrary at best.  Colbourn overlooked what an extraordinary thing Jefferson 

did in reviving Anglo-Saxon.  Having read Coke’s theories Jefferson went back to 

the primary sources, learning a new and complex language on his own from written 

texts, with little guidance from his teachers, and formed his own conclusions.  The 

answers to why and how he accomplished this are almost as interesting as the 

unique nationalist discourse that resulted from it. 

 

 

To defend Jefferson against allegations of simple whig historicism it is 

necessary to show that he had a broad knowledge base from a range of primary and 

detailed non-whig secondary source material.  Some excellent work has been done 

on Jefferson’s library, but to date none of it has focussed specifically on his early 

English source material. Historians have consistently missed the significance of the 

Anglo-Saxon material in Jefferson’s library, possibly because of the numerical 

dominance of the classics.  ‘It is far more important to consider the predominant 

purposes of this omnivorous young man than it is to draw up a full menu of his 

reading,’ Dumas Malone wrote in 1948.26  This attitude has meant that historians 

have always approached Jefferson’s library as a support for their preconceived 

                                                 
25 Merrill D Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography (New 
York, 1970) pp17-18  
26 Malone, Jefferson the Virginian  p105 

 12



theories.  That being the case, it is extraordinary that having noted Jefferson’s 

interest in the Anglo-Saxon era no historian has yet been moved to reconsider his 

collection of books in that light.27  

 

 William H Peden’s contribution to Jefferson’s collection of reading material 

cannot be overemphasized.28  Without his meticulous research the task of tracking 

down many of the texts to which Jefferson had access in his lifetime would have 

been prohibitive for this thesis.  Peden noted the surprisingly high number of early 

English history books, but betrayed his lack of appreciation for the content of those 

texts.  Neither Anglo-Saxon nor medieval history were a specialty for Peden; he 

cannot be blamed for his failure to appreciate the significance of these texts. The 

books that Jefferson collected on the early English period were sufficiently 

specialized to require a degree of expertise in analysing them that is rarely 

possessed by Jeffersonian biographers, who have instead attempted to assess his 

Anglo-Saxonism through other sources.  Looking at Jefferson’s library through the 

prism of his Commonplace books misdirected Malone, for example, who never 

appreciated the significance of Jefferson’s primary source material for the early 

English period.   

 

The ideas that Douglas Wilson explored in regard to Jefferson’s interest in 

Middle English literature can be applied to Jefferson’s fascination with early 

English history, yet Wilson never made this connection - his interest lay 

elsewhere.29 Wilson’s analysis of Millicent Sowerby’s catalogue discussed the 

                                                 
27 For more general texts about early colonial reading habits and Jefferson’s 
cultural background, Louis B Wright’s article ‘Book, Libraries, and Learning’, in 
Harris’ Reader, is notable for its argument that reading habits throughout the 
colonies showed significantly less variety than was previously believed. Michael H 
Harris, ed., Reader in American Library History (Washington, 1971) pp17-30 
28 William H Peden, "Thomas Jefferson: Book Collector," (1942) 
29 Douglas L Wilson, "Sowerby Revisited: The Unfinished Catalogue of Thomas 
Jefferson's Library," The William and Mary Quarterly 41 (1984) For a thorough 
exploration of the development of the Library of Congress since its inception, see 
Carl Ostrowski, Books, Maps, and politics: A Cultural History of the Library of 
Congress, 1783-1861 (Amherst MA, 2004)  Ostrowski also examines the 
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omissions from the library Jefferson sold to Congress, books that Jefferson was 

known to possess yet did not sell for one reason or another. With particular 

reference to Shakespeare, Wilson discussed the idea that Jefferson’s knowledge 

base as revealed in his writings was sometimes out of step with the books that were 

a part of the catalogues of his library, and warned of the limitations of the 

catalogues as a guide to Jefferson’s knowledge and interests.  Wilson also 

contributed significantly to discussions of interpretation of Jefferson’s own 

catalogues of his books.30  Both Peden and Wilson opened avenues for exploring 

Jefferson’s depth of scholarship, and the importance of that scholarship to his 

political ideals that have yet to be explored. 

 

A call for Anglo-Saxon specialists to consider Jefferson’s research 
 
So often seen as the American Founding Father, Jefferson is rarely approached 

according to his place in the English historical record.  The likely reason for 

Colbourn’s preoccupation with historiography rather than actual history is his own 

simple understanding of the Anglo-Saxon era.  He is primarily an Americanist; his 

                                                                                                                                                 
controversy surrounding the purchase of Jefferson’s library to replace that 
destroyed in 1814. See also Carol Armbruster, ed., Publishing and Readership in 
Revolutionary France and America: A Symposium at the Library of Congress 
(Westport CT, 1993) Armbruster offers a comprehensive account of the 
examination of the exchange of written ideas between America and France Within 
this work, McCorison’s discussion of eighteenth century collectors in America 
stands out; McCorison argues that the trends in revolutionary libraries were firmly 
established in the collections of their predecessors, in particular they added a large 
dose of the classics to studies of religion and theology, modern languages and 
original scientific research.  He offers no such source for Jefferson’s interest in 
Anglo-Saxon history. 
30 See also Douglas L Wilson, "The American Agricola: Jefferson's Agrarianism 
and the Classical Tradition," South Atlantic Quarterly 80 (1981), Wilson, "Sowerby 
Revisited: The Unfinished Catalogue of Thomas Jefferson's Library,"  , Douglas L 
Wilson, "Thomas Jefferson and the Legacy of a National Library," Wilson Library 
Bulletin 64 (1990), Douglas L Wilson, "Thomas Jefferson's Early Notebooks," The 
William and Mary Quarterly 42 (1985), Douglas L Wilson, "Thomas Jefferson's 
Library and the French Connection," Eighteenth Century Studies 26 (1993), 
Douglas L Wilson, ed., Jefferson's Literary Commonplace Book (Princeton, 1989)  
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field of expertise is the American revolutionary ideas. Yet as Professor Akers 

observed in 1995 ‘[s]urely, some knowledge of the evolution of the English 

Parliament is necessary to grasp the significance of the development of the colonial 

assemblies…?’ 31  

 

 Two historians who are antique English specialists rather than Americanists 

have attempted a detailed study of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism, and neither made 

the mistake of dismissing Jefferson’s interest as mere whig historicism.  The first is 

Laura Kendrick, whose identification of actual primary scholarship by Jefferson 

helped inspire this thesis.  An American medievalist, Kendrick wrote an article for 

Alamichel’s 1997 compilation, The Middle Ages After the Middle Ages in which 

she explained the modern American interest in England’s history by reference to 

‘the American historical imagination’.32   

 

Jefferson took the Saxon myth very seriously, not only as historical 
precedent for American Independence, but also, due to the high value 
he placed on Saxon ‘democracy’, as a moral sanction for the conquest 
of native populations.33

 

Kendrick’s assessment of the role of Anglo-Saxon studies in early America was 

disappointingly brief.  Although mention was made of Jefferson’s multi-facetted 

study of Anglo-Saxon history and language, there was no time for a detailed 

examination of the Summary Rights, and all the implications contained in it. 

Kendrick traced her consideration of Germanic ‘myth-making’ back to Tacitus’ 

Rome, through Matthew Parker’s England and early colonial America, and 

considered a broader spectrum of eighteenth-century writing than Jefferson’s alone 

in the space of fifteen concisely worded pages; to have lingered over Jefferson’s 

role in this progress would have been disproportionate to the nature of the work. 

                                                 
31 Charles W Akers, "Old Historians Never Die," The William and Mary Quarterly 
52 (1995): p458 
32 Laura Kendrick, "The American Middle Ages: Eighteenth-Century Saxonist 
Myth-Making," in The Middle Ages After the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1997), 
pp121-2 
33 Ibid, pp125-6 
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Yet Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism had a peculiarly complex relationship with his 

assumptions about westward expansion and the role of the native populations that 

were more elaborate than Kendrick’s concise summary could suggest.  Nor was 

there space for Kendrick to examine the neology debates and the role of Anglo-

Saxonism in resolving them, although she noted that Jefferson developed ‘a radical 

linguistic innovation in the legitimating guise of return to a mythically pure and 

perfect medieval origin…’34 Kendrick’s work did, however, furnish the path to 

further detailed research into the nature of Thomas Jefferson’s interest.   

 

 Allen Frantzen is the second historian whose specialization is in the history 

Jefferson was studying rather than Jefferson himself.35  Frantzen’s work on the 

historiography of Anglo-Saxon studies was another inspiration for this thesis, in 

particular the following description: 

 

Thomas Jefferson was an Anglo-Saxon scholar and…so concerned 
with the need to teach the Old English language that he planned to 
write his own grammar.  As part of Jefferson’s legacy, the Anglo-
Saxon language was introduced into the curriculum of the University 
of Virginia; it was also to be taught in elementary schools.  Jefferson 
believed that Anglo-Saxon social organization was a model for 
American democracy.36

 

 

 Frantzen appreciated that Jefferson was a scholar, an expert academic, not 

merely a whig historian: 

 

Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon scholarship linked law and education 
through Anglo-Saxon grammar.  For Jefferson, the study of language 
was prepatory to the study of law; hence he wished everyone who 
attended the University of Virginia to learn it…Jefferson’s 

                                                 
34 Ibid, p136 
35 A Frantzen and J Niles, eds., Anglo-Saxonism and the Construction of Social 
Identity (Gainesville, 1997), Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old 
English, and Teaching the Tradition  
36 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p15  
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accomplishments in Anglo-Saxon, the extent of his interest in the 
grammar and the means to teach it, are remarkable.37  

 

 Yet Frantzen suffered the opposite problem from the scholars listed above – 

Jefferson’s English studies were not set in a detailed study of the context of the 

revolution and Jefferson’s political philosophy.  Though Frantzen noted the impact 

of Jefferson’s understanding of language on his legal work and his political writing 

there was no time to do more in a book that ‘tried to show…that the history of 

Anglo-Saxon studies is intimately connected to all phases of English literature and 

history subsequent to the Anglo-Saxon age.’38  Furthermore Frantzen’s work is 

almost unique in its attempt to deal specifically with the role of the Anglo-Saxon 

language in Jefferson’s philosophy.  

 

 Neither Frantzen nor Kendrick attempted a full-length exploration of the role 

of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism as a crucial adjunct to his uniquely problematic 

nationalism.  The question of how English history was used to create a nation that 

defined itself by its separation from England has yet to be fully explored. 

 

The problem of American nationalism and the trans-Atlantic 
community 
 
Reconfigured from outdated narratives of ‘whig history,’ Jefferson’s exploration of 

the Anglo-Saxon record can be examined as an early attempt to deal with the 

problem of American nationalism.  Nationalism, according to Carp, ‘is a voluntary, 

collective identification with a nation and a commitment to that nation.’39  Thomas 

Jefferson’s use of history will be seen in this light to be a deliberate act of 

nationalism – an attempt to provide those things that a collection of people need to 

access in order to form a national identity.  As such, it prompts consideration of 

                                                 
37 Ibid  P205  
38 Ibid  p226 
39 Benjamin L Carp, "Nations of American Rebels: Understanding Nationalism in 
Revolutionary North America and the Civil War South," Civil War History 48 
(2002): p6 
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discussions of nationalist processes, in particular those views expressed by 

Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities and the academic discourse that has 

arisen from this landmark work, and the complexities associated with such 

processes in America. Since discussions of nationalism tend to assume that the 

latter is rooted in the identification of shared culture, ethnicity, religion and 

language it is perhaps unsurprising that they should have failed to identify the 

separation of Britain and America as a part of this phenomenon since these values 

were largely shared by both nations. 

 

It seems there is an inevitable awkwardness attached to dealing with the 

origins of American nationalism.  To begin with, when do we date the appearance 

of American history?  There was some unanimity among the American statesmen 

who were key figures in the revolution as to when one member of their families had 

migrated to America, but then there were intermarriages with more recent arrivals, 

and whose heritage counted?  Could a man who arrived in America from Britain in 

1770 be said to be a part of a historical tradition dating back to the mid seventeenth 

century?  And if so, why were those men not becoming a part of a tradition that 

dated back to the arrival of the first Indians on the American continent?  How do 

we account for those occupants of America who are not a part of the American 

nation if we are defining the nation by its geographic boundaries?  Or, if we define 

a national identity by a particular date, how do we determine that date of origin?  

The question of when a country’s history begins is a complicated one and inherent 

in the study of such a subject will inevitably be a certain amount of political 

baggage from the era in which the historian is writing.  Consider also that the 

question works in both directions across the Atlantic – when did English history 

cease to involve experiences in America?  At what date could an American come to 

London and not be seen as a returning citizen but as a foreign visitor?  The latter 

question is not as simple to answer as it might immediately appear, when even 

visitors from Northern England could be perceived as foreigners if they strayed too 

far from their homes. In comparing ‘America’ and ‘Britain’ in the eighteenth 

century the historian is attempting to compare two objects that do not yet really 
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exist as single cultural entities. The regional variation within them is almost as 

great, in some instances greater, than the differences between them. This problem is 

mitigated to some extent by confining considerations to the governing elite of both 

countries, a smaller group of people with more consistency amongst themselves. 

Perhaps the core problem was summarized by Scott when he wrote that ‘Britain is 

an invented nation, not so much older than the United States’.40  

 

It is important to note those who were theoretically and actually excluded 

from the American nation as Jefferson was defining it.  Jefferson’s use of his 

Anglo-Saxon legacy had significant implications for racial exclusion policies that 

were active in America at that time.41 If Americans inherited their rights through 

their ancestry then these rights were not necessarily applicable for those who did 

not share this biological and geographical heritage.  The emphasis on recorded 

history, whether Classical or English, naturally excluded both Native Americans 

and Africans from partaking of the rights Jefferson was enumerating.  James Otis 

observed that the colonists were ‘not as the common people of England foolishly 

imagine … a compound mixture of English, Indian, and Negro, but freeborn British 

white subjects.’42  Furthermore, American democracy was heavily dependent on 

landholding largely restricted to an elite class.  One of the few ‘natural rights’ listed 

in the English Bill of Rights that Jefferson did not adopt was the right to hold land.  

Jefferson wanted no encouragement for enslaved lower classes (in his case largely 

African) to oust the landholding aristocracy, as happened in other eighteenth 

century revolutions.  The American Revolution was not about redistribution of land 

or wealth within America, thus non-landholders were excluded from the transition 

                                                 
40 Peter Scott, Knowledge and Nation (Edinburgh, 1990) p168 
41 Especially Gregg D Crane, Race, Citizenship and Law in American Literature 
(2002) p26, also Roger M. Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship 
in U.S. History (New Haven, 1997) pp72–77; Horsman, Race and Manifest 
Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism (Cambridge, 1981) p22; 
Edward S Corwin, The "Higher Law" Background of American Constitutional Law 
(Ithaca, NY, 1971) pp24–25 
42 James Otis, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston, 
1764) p24 
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of power.  Similarly the role of women in the new nation was closely connected to 

the economic status of the men to whom they were attached and discussions of 

women are almost entirely absent from the revolutionary debate, except as an 

additional chattel to be protected.  Consequent to these people being excluded from 

Jefferson’s consideration in relation to Anglo-Saxon studies, they are also largely 

excluded from this thesis.   

 

Once we have picked a group of people who are ‘Americans’ and a date at 

which they had begun to build a separate nation the process of examining their 

nationalism remains difficult; standard models do not seem to be applicable to 

America.  Discourses of nationalism were particularly complex in a country that 

shared language, law and culture with the country from which they were trying to 

assert their separation.  Theories of nationalism that are dependent on 

modernization and industrialisation are also somewhat handicapped when it comes 

to explaining the early American experience, primarily agrarian.43  Instead, it seems 

that the historian is expected to fit in with either a Creation style narrative of 

America springing into life fully formed and independent, or with a trans-Atlantic 

perspective placing America as part of a Western whole.  Both are problematic.  

For the historian interested in the surgical separation of cultures as alike as 

conjoined twins neither a Creation myth nor an Atlantic community discourse is 

useful. 

 

 The Creation myth is best seen as the denial of any cultural history for 

America predating the fifteenth century.  In an article discussing medieval studies 

in the United States in the twentieth century, Freedman and Speigel observed that  

 

…like all countries formed by Western European settlement since 
1492, America lacks a medieval past.  Any attempt to argue the 
importance and relevance of medieval history in the United States, 
therefore, must first overcome its evident ‘otherness’, its lack of 

                                                 
43 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, 1983), E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations 
and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge, 1990) 
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connection to any visible, shared national or cultural ‘American’ 
past.44  

 

Such a statement implies the emergence of ‘American’ culture out of nowhere, 

rather than the product of converging histories.  One might, perhaps, argue that 

there is no shared American past because of the cultural diversity of American 

citizens today, yet such an argument cannot be attached to the Founding Fathers of 

America; the signatories of the Declaration of Independence were all technically 

British until their formal renunciation of that nationality, whose Englishness they 

stressed right up to the moment of the Revolution, and sometimes well after. The 

United Kingdom shares the cultural diversity of the United States in the present, yet 

in explaining the history of British nationalism we allow that they drew upon 

historical events that could not possibly have had a significant, direct impact on the 

entire country as it exists today; the same principle is rarely applied to the United 

States in explaining revolutionary nationalism. Cultural diversity in the present 

should not be sufficient to disclaim any link to English history for either England or 

any of the colonies populated by England, though certainly other strains of history 

ought to be considered alongside it. 

 

 The individuality of America and Britain today is such that it perhaps seems a 

little unlikely to look upon English history prior 1492 as belonging to both nations, 

yet to do so is consistent with the attitude of early Americans.  When we look 

closely at the historical record what we see is a series of Americans who 

continuously asserted the closeness of their link to the Middle Ages from the 

moment of their arrival in the New World until the start of the twentieth century. 

For the settlers of Virginia the European history of their culture was no less theirs 

for its geographic location in the country from whence they came. Before, during 

and after the American Revolution the educated classes of Virginia asserted their 

descent from English ancestors of either Saxon or Norman ilk.   The manner as well 

as the content of American education was inherently English in pre-revolution 

                                                 
44 Freedman and Speigel, "Medievalisms Old and New: The Rediscovery of 
Alterity in North American Medieval Studies," p678 
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Virginia.  More so than any other colony, Virginia maintained very strong ties with 

its country of origin, a complex relationship marked by simultaneous acceptance 

and repudiation of English class values.  English history was an integral part of this 

education, and played a pivotal role in the American Revolution, both in uniting 

American leaders and in establishing the legality of war with England for the 

benefit of the international community.  When the revolutionary war was won the 

leaders of the new nation appealed to the earliest written periods of English history 

to help establish their own independent identity.  It seems reckless in the extreme to 

consider those appeals without reference to the claim of those writing them to be 

the direct descendants of that English history. 

 

Again it seems important to emphasize the limitations on the applicability of this 

aspect of nation building: it is important for the reader to note that Anglo-Saxon 

studies are an elitist field confined, both in the eighteenth century and today, to 

those with a higher education and sufficient academic leisure to pursue this 

complex topic.  When we speak of classical studies or English history contributing 

to the formation of the American nation we do not mean that any random man or 

woman taken from an eighteenth century American street would recognize the 

names of the Roman Emperors, less still that any slave would recognize the 

writings of King Alfred.  Anglo-Saxon studies influenced America only so far as 

they influenced the actions of the American governors, and the reactions of the 

international governing community. 

 

 Discussions of American nation building invariably overlook the role of 

language in the formative process. Andersen noted the significance of vernacular 

languages in the nation building that marked the long eighteenth century, but 

effectively discounted it from the American war of independence because both 

America and England were using the same language.  Admittedly the question of 

language was rarely raised during the American Revolution, yet there is evidence of 

careful manipulation of the English language by both Thomas Jefferson and 

Thomas Paine, whose expression Jefferson so explicitly admired.  Yet after the 

 22



revolution language took on immediate significance for the politicians struggling to 

develop a new national identity, and Jefferson’s clever use of the history of the 

English language to resolve the fierce disputes about the future of the American 

language is related in Chapter Four of this thesis.  To date there has been a lack of 

detailed enquiry into the neologism debates, specifically as they occurred within the 

context of the national identity crisis that followed the independence from the 

British nation, and the influence they had over Jefferson’s own study and that 

which he introduced into the University of Virginia.  

 

Studies of linguistic interests in eighteenth century America are extremely 

rare, and those that consider Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay in the context of his 

nationalism are even more so. The one significant study of Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxon Essay was that of Stanley Hauer in 1983, although a number of other authors 

make reference to Jefferson’s Old English scholarship without any consideration of 

his Essay.45 Hauer did not consider Jefferson’s linguistic studies as a function of his 

nationalism.  Tetel offered an interesting overview but again the breadth of the 

study allows little room for satisfying detail.46 Some admirable studies have 

certainly been done to show the passion with which Jefferson tried to introduce the 

language into the University of Virginia, but as yet there is far too great a tendency 

to fall back on the sweeping generalisations implied by the explanation of 

Jefferson’s interest as that of a ‘whig’ historian.  Yet language was so important to 

Jefferson, and grammars featured so prominently in his libraries that it seems 

                                                 
45 JB Henneman, "Two Pioneers in the Historical Study of English - Thomas 
Jefferson and Louis F Klipstein: A Contribution to the History of the Study of 
English in America," Appendix PMLA  (1893): pxlvi, Frantzen, Desire for Origins: 
New Language, Old English, and Teaching the Tradition  p17, Stanley R Hauer, 
"Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language," PMLA 98 (October, 1983): 
p879 
46 Andresen; Julie Tetel, Linguistics in America 1769-1924: A Critical History 
(London, 1990) 
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unfortunate that so many historians have overlooked this aspect of his Anglo-

Saxonism.47  This thesis will attempt to redress this imbalance to some extent.  

 

 Placing the Founding Fathers in the context of their English heritage is 

obviously something quite different to considering them within the context of a 

trans-Atlantic community. The first use of the term ‘Atlantic community’ is 

sometimes attributed to Walter Lippman in U.S. War Aims, in 1944.48  In 1976 

Fursenko and Gilbert were among those to begin speculating from outside this 

community that ‘the West’s’ attempt to unite their history was a function of politics 

arising from the first and second world wars. Specifically, that ‘the trans-Atlantic 

community’ was directly influenced by (and named for) the 1949 NATO pact.49 In 

1955 ‘The Problem of the Atlantic’ was read to the Tenth International Congress of 

Historical Sciences. French writer Godechot and American writer Palmer united to 

emphasise the revolutions of the eighteenth century as a pattern of behaviour that 

encompassed the majority of western Europe, rather than as a series of individual 

affairs.50   The coincidence of the French and American revolutions was 

commented on at length, alongside other instances of unrest of varying severity, 

and from this seems to have stemmed the modern picture of the ‘Atlantic 

community’, which was affected as a whole by a period of social transformation.51  

                                                 
47 Two further studies interested in Jefferson’s introduction of Anglo-Saxon into the 
University of Virginia, neither of which appreciate the broader ramifications 
discussed here, areMalcolm Heartwell Arnold, "Thomas Jefferson: American 
Pioneer in the Study of Old English in America" (University of Virginia, 1915), 
Albert C Baugh, "Thomas Jefferson, Linguistic Liberal," in Studies for William A 
Read, ed. Nathaniel Caffee and Thomas Kirby (1940) 
48Walter Lipman, U.S. War Aims (1944) See Frank Thistlethwaite, "Atlantic 
Partnership," The Economic History Review 7 (1954) 
49 A.A. Fursenko and Gilbert H. McArthur, "The American and French Revolutions 
Compared: The View From the USSR," The William and Mary Quarterly 33 
(1976): p482 
50 Jaques Godechot, France and the Atlantic Revolution of the Eighteenth Century, 
1770-1799, Herbert H. Rowen trans. (New York, 1965); Robert R. Palmer, The Age 
of the Democratic Revolution: A Political History of Europe and America, 2 vols 
vols. (Princeton, NJ, 1959-64)  
51 Theodore Draper, A Struggle for Power: The American Revolution (New York, 
1996), Jack P Greene, Peripheries and Center: Constitutional Development in the 
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The image of the trans-Atlantic community has a limited use here.  The size 

of the geographic region comprising the countries bordering on the Atlantic Ocean 

is very large and although it encompasses all the areas considered in this thesis 

(notably United Kingdom, America, and to a lesser extent Denmark, France, 

Germany, Mexico, and Norway) they constitute a very small percentage of the total 

population and land mass of the ‘trans-Atlantic’ area.  

 

What is useful about the idea of a trans-Atlantic community is that it 

discourages the idea of either a system of beliefs or an academic discipline 

developing independent of input from any other nation, but this is too often applied 

as a means of explaining the European origins of American ideas.  As late as 2001 

Bellesiles complained of ‘a failure to see the British North American colonies and 

the United States as part of a larger Atlantic world.’52  Perhaps a greater problem is 

the failure to see England, France, and their European neighbours as a part of a 

trans-Atlantic world.  Studies of Jefferson’s philosophy frequently refer to the 

influence of English ideas in America, but rarely refer to the American contribution 

to English or European thought.  Always the emphasis is on the emanations from 

Britain out to her colonies.  This has the effect of diminishing the ideas being 

produced in America.  Yet by far the greatest danger of taking a trans-Atlantic 

approach to American history is the implied inevitability of all ideas moving 

between nations.  Only the most prominent and successful ideas would invariably 

be reported in the colonies, and movement around the Atlantic was very slow.  

Ideas were not always transmitted in their proper context.  There is also a question 

to be answered about what it means for us to find unity in trans-Atlantic ideas, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Extended Polities of the British Empire and the United States, 1607-1788 (New 
York, 1990), Jack P Greene, Pursuits of Happiness: The Social Development of 
Early Modern British Colonies and the Formation of American Culture (Capel Hill, 
1988) 
52 Michael A Bellesiles, "Creating Empires," The Journal of British Studies 40 
(2001): p586 
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when there was such great regional variation inside each Atlantic nation.53 On the 

whole, the idea of the trans-Atlantic community raises more questions than it 

resolves.  This is particularly relevant for this thesis because placing Jefferson in a 

trans-Atlantic development of Anglo-Saxon historiography would invoke an image 

of a community of scholars working in both England and America, sharing ideas 

through the written medium; this thesis will attempt to demonstrate the fallacy of 

such an image.   

 

‘Our Anglo-Saxon Ancestors’ 
 
In the light of this critique a multitude of questions arise regarding the use of early 

English history in Jefferson’s nation building, both in the initial rhetoric of 

revolution and in the educational reforms that he believed were necessary to 

support the new republic.  Above all the question arises, how did Thomas Jefferson 

use a period of early English history to create a complete culture, equipped with its 

own language and originary mythology, unique to the American nation?  This 

thesis intends to address the following specific areas in order to build a picture that 

both focuses on the detail of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon scholarship and encapsulates 

the broader picture of American nationalism as it related to Jefferson’s use of 

history.     

 

Firstly, where did Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon interest come from, and what 

distinguished it from the study of his English counterparts?  Was it truly an 

offshoot of English whig writers?  Chapter One considers Jefferson’s educational 

background, his exposure to Anglo-Saxon history and the degree to which he might 

have been encouraged to pursue it by his teachers, themselves inspired by their 

English education.  Previous studies of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism have presumed 

that there was a ‘Gothic font’ from which American Founding Fathers could drink; 

                                                 
53 Fred Andersen explored the lack of unity either within the English government or 
the rebellious American colonies Fred Andersen, Crucible of War: The Seven Years 
War and the Fate of Empire in British North America (New York, 2000) 
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the detailed study of Anglo-Saxon historiography in this chapter will show 

otherwise.  From whence then did Jefferson’s interest in early English history 

spring?  How and why was his interpretation of it so different from that of his peers 

on either side of the Atlantic?  

 

No one has yet considered the details of Jefferson’s library specifically in the 

light of his penchant for the Anglo-Saxon era.  To do so must either prove or elide 

assumptions about Jefferson’s reliance on either classical or whig sources.  Chapter 

Two is concerned with a detailed examination of the collections of books relating to 

Anglo-Saxon history and language that Jefferson collected throughout his lifetime.  

The emphasis Jefferson placed on ordering his material according to where he felt 

its greatest value lay means that his library catalogue offers an unusual insight into 

the man’s approach to English history.  We can also determine from his library the 

emphasis that Jefferson placed on primary source material, and what he considered 

important in a secondary text.  Was Jefferson really a naïve or careless scholar, 

subscribing to a glamorised myth of Saxon democracy?  

 

If not, what interpretation can we put on Jefferson’s manipulation of the 

historical record? The problem of American nationalism discussed above revolves 

around the shared language and culture of Britain and America in the eighteenth 

century.  Jefferson’s exploration of the pre-Norman occupants of England takes on 

a peculiar significance when considered in the context of this problem, one that is 

perhaps best seen in the distortion of English whig history in his revolutionary 

rhetoric and his employment of the Anglo-Saxon origins of language and law in 

America.  Jefferson used English history to define his American nation, selectively 

disregarding those parts of the record that did not suit his ideals.  Chapters Three 

and Four constitute detailed examinations of the nationalist use to which Jefferson 

put his understanding of early English history.  Chapter Three considers the 

problem of shared heritage confronting the American statesman in the 1760s and 

70s and his employment of pre-Norman history in resolving this conflict.  An 

examination of the Summary View evidences the direct line of descent Jefferson 
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drew from the Anglo-Saxons down to the American revolutionaries, and the 

extraordinary rights he claimed on the basis of that inheritance.  Chapter Four 

enlarges upon the study of American national identity, with specific reference to the 

linguistic debates following on the Revolution.  This chapter revolves around a 

reconsideration of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay and his attempts to introduce this 

language into the education of future American statesmen.   

 

Jefferson’s examination of Anglo-Saxon history, when considered in this 

light, seems oddly discordant with the simplistic notion of Jefferson as a founder of 

Teutonic superiority.  Chapter Five concerns Jefferson’s impact on historical 

rhetoric in the nineteenth century.  Although the nineteenth century saw the 

association of ‘Anglo-Saxonism’ and rampant racism there was not an inevitable 

progression from Jefferson’s interpretation of the Saxon record to the ‘white 

racism’ of that period.  What connection did Jefferson’s concept of his Anglo-

Saxon inheritance have with the racial prejudice of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries?  Can we really describe him as a forerunner of the Teutonic movement?   

Did Jefferson’s use of history support or facilitate the development of ‘intra-white’ 

racism?   Furthermore, if Thomas Jefferson’s nationalism was reliant on his Anglo-

Saxon inheritance what implication does that have for the emergence of Southern 

chivalry?   The authors discussed above are consistent in their belief that it was the 

democratic nature of the Saxons that appealed to Jefferson.  How does the myth of 

Saxon democracy interact with the apparently contradictory stream of nationalism 

in Virginia that revered a code of chivalry more commonly associated with feudal 

England? 

 

Throughout his political career Jefferson emphasized the need to provide a 

proper education for future statesmen.  Indeed, the details of his Anglo-Saxon 

linguistic studies have survived to us only because of his dedication to introducing 

this subject to the University of Virginia.  Appropriate then, to start Chapter One 

with the state of education in the pre-Jeffersonian world, and the English influence 
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over American schooling with which Jefferson would develop such a love-hate 

relationship.  
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We were educated in royalism; no wonder if some of us retain that 
idolatry still. Our young people are educated in republicanism, an 
apostasy from that to royalism is unprecedented & impossible…54

 

 

 

 

 

‘EDUCATED IN ROYALISM’: HISTORY FOR THE GOVERNING 

CLASSES OF ENGLAND AND AMERICA, c1620 – 1770 

 

Thomas Jefferson’s certainty in 1789 that a republican education was sufficient to 

guarantee the future republicanism of American statesmen sits ill with his own 

experience.  Jefferson was a self-avowed apostate from his royalist education.  If 

Jefferson was educated in royalism how did he find such an eloquent argument for 

republicanism in the history and philosophy of his school days? Where did he get 

his revolutionary ideas?  Where did Jefferson acquire the intellectual tools that 

would enable him to redefine the political boundaries of a British colony into those 

of an American nation?   

 

This chapter examines the education of the governing classes of England and 

America in the period 1620-1770, and the development of regional differences in 

the subject matter of that education as it concerned the role of English history.  

Consideration of the development of Anglo-Saxon studies demonstrates the unique 

place Jefferson occupied within it.  Beginning with a description of the general 

contours of thought around the need for education, this chapter will move on to an 

analysis of the politics of Anglo-Saxon studies at their height in England, followed 

by a comparison with the different educational trajectories in colonial 

                                                 
54 Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, (Paris, March 15, 1789), Library of 
Congress, The Thomas Jefferson Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 1651-
1827 
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Massachusetts and Virginia, locating Jefferson’s education in these fields and his 

departure from them.  Jefferson’s enquiry into Anglo-Saxon history seems broadly 

anomalous given the state of historical analysis in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, yet it grew from the unique combination of the demography of 

Virginian migration, the educational trends that had taken root there, and the 

idiosyncrasy of Jefferson himself. 

 

 There is a curious reluctance on the part of historians to commit themselves to 

studies of American nationalism in transition throughout this period.  Those texts 

that discuss political ideas almost invariably jump from the English philosophical 

background to the theories of the revolutionaries with very little time given to the 

transmission of those ideas, or what metamorphoses they may have undergone with 

exposure to uniquely American education systems. Brodie, whose stated aim is to 

place the ideas of the Declaration of Independence in a coherent liberal tradition, 

nevertheless skips from ideas of 1688 direct to the philosophies espoused by 

Jefferson in the Declaration of 1776, leaving the reader with the distinct impression 

that the Glorious Revolution had happened within Jefferson’s living memory.55 The 

exceptions tend to pull too far to the other extreme, offering interpretations of the 

events in America that depend on an individuality from England so complete as to 

imply that Protestant colonists carried no historical baggage with them at all, 

beyond their religious beliefs. In Myth of American Individualism, Shain jumped 

directly into discussions of American origins that stressed an immediate and 

deliberate separation from English culture.56  While that may be appropriate to the 

mindset of the pilgrims it is not broadly applicable to all the colonists, particularly 

the governing class of Virginia from which Jefferson came.  A similar distortion 

occurs in Konig’s work, with the author emphasising the novel attitude to education 

displayed by men like Jefferson, without making any real attempt to identify the 

                                                 
55 Fawn M Brodie, Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History (New York, 1974) p2  
56  Barry Alan Shain, Myth of American Individualism: The Protestant Origins of 
American Political Thought (Princeton, 1994)  
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immediate inspiration for his ideas.57   

The beginnings of American education had their origin in the intellectual 

trends of Europe, particularly those regions of England from which the bulk of the 

colonists came.  The idea that a new generation can, through simple geographic 

relocation, relinquish their background and start completely afresh is, to say the 

very least, misplaced.  The study of history is based fundamentally on the premise 

that every present era is affected by that immediately passed, and that nothing can 

be completely understood without regarding it in the context of its development.  

As Carr observed ‘History begins with the handing down of tradition; and tradition 

means the carrying of the habits and lessons of the past into the future.’58  Jefferson 

himself believed that American colonial history did not start ex nihilo in the 

colonies but in England, where the colonial expeditions initiated.59

 

As Robson observes  

 

…colonial culture was derivative. England constantly served as a 
model for habits of mind and patterns of action, and the colonists 
sought to replicate in the new world what they had known in the old. 
To be sure, changes took place, sometimes forced by the American 
environment and sometimes by the coming together of settlers 
transplanted from regional subcultures in England or elsewhere. But 
where possible, and in the realm of high culture it generally was 
possible, colonists implemented new world versions of old world 
institutions.60

 

 

                                                 
57 David Thomas Konig, ed., Devising Liberty: Preserving and Creating Freedom 
in the New American Republic (Stanford CA, 1995) 
58 Carr, What is History?  p108 
59 An argument could be made that colonial history has its origins in Europe, rather 
than specifically England.  For the purposes of this study, however, the history of 
Virginia and New England and their companion colonies is the significant subject, 
and these colonies unmistakeably originate in England. 
60 David W Robson, Educating Republicans: The College in the Era of the 
American Revolution, 1750 - 1800 (Westport, CT, 1985) p12 
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Two features of the English education system should be stressed as 

particularly relevant for the study of education in colonial America, especially in 

reference to nationalism and education.  The first is the degree to which education 

was linked to station.  The second is the emphasis placed on history, particularly 

classical history, in the education of those entrusted with national government.  

 

English educational theory in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

emphasized the importance of literacy, but endorsed higher education only for the 

upper classes. Wrightson wrote of this era that ‘(f)ew periods of English history can 

boast such a conspicuous enthusiasm for the benefits of education.’61  The value of 

literacy was much talked about in seventeenth century England.  The spiritual 

advantages of being able to read were particularly stressed; a person able to read 

and write was considered better equipped to prepare his soul for the next life. There 

was also some commentary on the secular benefits derived from the capacity to 

exchange information in written form.62  Writing masters advertising their skill 

stressed the benefits of literacy in book keeping, reporting and marketing, urging 

men not to trust their notaries to translate honestly.  However it was the 

gentleman’s son in particular who was encouraged to master literacy as essential to 

maintenance of his rank. Higher education was the sole province of the upper 

classes; a distinction held crucial for maintenance of a proper class system.  

 

American colonists are often defined by the unusual emphasis they placed on 

religion; yet religious instruction was the foundation of the English lower class 

education. Beginning in the sixteenth century protestant devotional works urged 

their countrymen to read religious books, bibles, prayer books, homilies and 

                                                 
61 Keith Wrightson, English Society 1580 - 1680 (London, 1982) p184 
62 It may seem obvious, but it is important to recall that the following views are all 
necessarily the views of the literate – there is no illiterate voice recorded for us to 
sample directly from the source the reasons why they never learned to read and 
write. 
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psalters.63  Since literacy was so crucial to salvation those who could read and write 

had a moral obligation to see the skill passed on; parent to child, master to servant: 

 

If you have servants that cannot read let them learn yet (at spare 
hours) if they be of any capacity and willingness.  For it is a very great 
mercy to be able to read the holy scriptures for themselves, and a very 
great misery to know nothing but what they hear from others…64

 

It was believed that education should be exercised with caution, however.  In 1618 

Nicholas Breton wrote: 

 

We can learn to plow and harrow, sow and reape, and prune, thrash 
and fanne, winnow and grinde, brue and bake, and all without booke 
and these are our chief businesse in the country.65

 

To be educated beyond simple literacy was to be unfit for another career, linking 

higher education inextricably to the class system.66 A common expression used in 

the wills of parents providing for their children’s education was that it be ‘proper to 

their degree and calling’.67 Adam Martindale wrote that his father had been advised  

 

to take me off learning and set me to somewhat that might be me a 
subsistence; alleging too many instances of such as made no 
advantage of their learning, though they had been brought up so long 
to it as to be fit for nothing else.68   

 

 

Curtis argued in 1959 that there was evidence of social mobility as a result of 

university education being available across the classes.  As evidence he cited a 

                                                 
63 David Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and 
Stuart England (Cambridge, 1980) p3  
64 Richard Baxter, A Christian Directory (1673) p582 
65 Nicholas Breton, The Court and Country (London, 1618) p469 
66 David Cressy, "Educational Opportunity in Tudor and Stuart England," History 
of Education Quarterly 16 (1976): p303 
67 Wrightson, English Society 1580 - 1680  p188 
68 Ibid  
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series of witnesses to this phenomenon across two centuries, such as the following 

two passages.  The first comes from Sir Thomas Smith in 1565: 

 

As for gentlemen, they be made good cheap in England. For 
whosoever studieth the laws of the realm, who studieth in the 
universities, who professeth liberal sciences, and to be short, who can 
live idly and without manual labour, and will bear the port, charge, 
and countenance of a gentleman, he shall be called master, for that is 
the title which men give to esquires and other gentlemen. . .69

 

The second is a passage from James Boswell’s Life of Johnson.  The man referred 

to in the paragraph was an eighteenth century English nobleman, Topham 

Beauclerk: 

 

He [Beauclerk] said that now in England being of an old family was 
of no consequence. People did not inquire far back. If a man was rich 
and well educated, he was equally well received as the most ancient 
gentleman, though if inquiry were made, his extraction might be 
found to be very mean.70

 

According to Curtis ‘[t]he persistence of such a rule says something about its 

effectiveness.’71 However, both passages are examples of members of the knightly 

classes dismissing the importance of lineage, and are hardly evidence of true social 

mobility on the basis of education.  Furthermore, while both passages suggest that 

to be rich and well studied is sufficient to pass as a gentleman, neither speaks to the 

likelihood of someone who was not already a gentleman becoming both rich and 

studied.  The examples Curtis offers of graduates anxiously enquiring as to the rank 

afforded by their newly acquired education are not compelling evidence of a 

general trend of social mobility, but rather read like uncomfortable exceptions to 

the rule.72

                                                 
69 From Sir Thomas Smith, De republica Anglorum, ed. by L. Alston, (Cambridge, 
1906) 39-40, cited by Mark H Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge in Transition, 1558-
1642 (Oxford, 1959) p270 
70 James Boswell, quoted in Ibid  
71 Ibid  p271 
72 Ibid  
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Perhaps wealth and education could take the place of aristocratic lineage, but 

it is unlikely that this represented true social mobility between classes as distinct 

from shuffling for precedence amongst the elite.  As Hill observes: 

 

The mass of the poor were getting both relatively and absolutely 
poorer, were becoming a permanent under-class. They could not spare 
the labour of their children to give them the education without which 
upward mobility was virtually impossible.73

 

Even for those with the money to send their children to university there was no 

guarantee of placement.  In the seventeenth century there was no national system of 

education in England.  Two universities and the feeding Grammar schools were not 

sufficient to meet the needs of those who might have otherwise benefited from a 

higher education.  Even many members of both the legal and medical professions 

did not undertake a university education.74  Thus education was the province of the 

upper class, both secular and religious. 

 

 For the gentleman scholar history was strongly encouraged.  History provided 

a wealth of precedents for ruling a nation and an empire, though descriptions of this 

subject in the early eighteenth century suggest that it was viewed as a gentlemanly 

pursuit, rather than a practical one.  Isaac Watts wrote:  

 

History is another accomplishment of youth, and ornament of 
education.  The narratives of the various occurrences in nations, as 
well as in the lives of particular persons…will furnish the soul in time 
with a treasure of knowledge, whence to derive useful observations, 
inferences and rules of conduct.  These will enable us to gratify our 
acquaintance…and render our own company agreeable and useful to 
mankind.75

                                                 
73 Christopher Hill, Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution Revisited 
(Oxford, 1997) p285 
74 Nicholas A Hans, New Trends in Education in the Eighteenth Century (London, 
1951) p15 
75 This passage is taken from the reprint of the 1751 first edition of Watt’s 
Discourse on the Education of Children and Youth in Wilson Smith, ed., Theories 
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Watts’s work was also available in America before the revolution and his ideas 

took such firm root that American prints of his 1741 and 1751 works were issued in 

1793, 1812, and 1819.76  The Essay Upon the Education of Youth by John Clarke of 

Hull was printed in 1720, and again in 1730 and 1740 and was also widely 

available in revolutionary America.  In it Clarke advises 

 

History, which, as a wise Man observes, ought to be the constant 
Study of a Gentleman, how necessary is it for the Guidance and 
Direction of the Stateman and Politician?...But he that keeps a 
constant Correspondence with the wisest and most judicious 
Historians, both ancient and modern, will from thence receive such a 
knowledge…as will enable him to act his Part to the Happiness and 
Glory of his Country, and his own Honour.77

 

Furthermore, these texts are very clear on the importance of history, even modern 

history, but do not mention specifically the Anglo-Saxon era, with which this thesis 

is particularly concerned.  This was a feature of eighteenth century historical 

studies, which placed a far greater value on the classics than on English history, and 

although modern English history was introduced at universities in the early 

eighteenth century it was preoccupied with Hanoverian propaganda.78   

 

The resources available for study of early Oxford and Cambridge university 

curricula are problematic in their brevity but scholars agree that the classics were a 

prominent feature.  Tyacke observed that ‘[w]hile the statutes offer an insufficient 

indication of the centrality of classical languages and literature to the curriculum, 

the wording and content of the various manuals of advice leave little room for 

                                                                                                                                                 
of Education in Early America 1655 - 1819 (Indianapolis, 1973) p124 For Watts’ 
availability in the US see Smith p112.  
76 Ibid  p112 
77 John Clarke of Hull, Essay Upon the Education of Youth (1720) reprinted in Ibid  
Smith, ed., Theories of Education in Early America 1655 - 1819  p64 
78 This is discussed further below as it has particular relevance for the analysis of 
Jefferson’s Summary Rights in chapter three. 
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doubt’.79 In 1636 the Laudian statutes of Oxford specified that determining 

bachelors of arts argue their propositions in logic, moral philosophy, politics, and 

rhetoric according to the teachings of Aristotle, 'whose authority is paramount'.80 

Richard Holdsworth, seventeenth century fellow of St. John's College, Cambridge, 

and later the master of Emmanuel, maintained that without the study of Greek and 

Latin authors ‘all the other learning though never so eminent, is in a manner voide 

and useless’ 

 

without those you will be bafeld in your disputes, disgraced and 
vilified in publicke examinations, laught at in speeches and 
declamations. You will never dare to appear in any act of credit in the 
university . . . The necessity of this studie above the rest is the cause 
that it is to be continued through all the four yeares in the after noons, 
wheras other studies have each a parcel of your time alotted to them.81  

 

 

Although Anglo-Saxon studies were not given prominence at either Oxford or 

Cambridge in the eighteenth century, they had flowered briefly in the seventeenth.  

Starting in the sixteenth century as a Protestant defence of the antiquity of their 

beliefs, by the seventeenth century Anglo-Saxon studies became an integral part of 

the budding nationalist pride in all things English.  

 

An ecclesiastical motive permeates the sixteenth century studies of Anglo-

Saxon, both of culture and of language.82  The first printed book to be published in 

the Saxon language was Matthew Parker’s edition of Aelfric in 1567, A Testimonie 

                                                 
79 Nicholas Tyacke, The History of the University of Oxford (Oxford, 1997) p215 
80 Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge in Transition, 1558-1642  p229 
81 Richard Holdsworth, "Directions for a Student in the Universitie," in Emmanuel 
College Library (Cambridge)Fols 10-10v quoted in Tyacke, The History of the 
University of Oxford  pp214-5 and Curtis, Oxford and Cambridge in Transition, 
1558-1642 p110 This document is slightly suspect as to its authorship and 
circumstances, but the views of the classics expressed within appear to have been 
received without challenge, see Hill, Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution 
Revisited  p274 
82 Rosemond Tuve, "Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," A Journal of English 
Literary History 6 (1939) 
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of Antiquitie, shewing the auncient fayth in the Church of England touching the 

sacrament of the body and bloude of the Lord here publikely preached, and also 

receaued in the Saxons tyme, aboue 600 yeares ago.83  In it Parker offered both 

Saxon and English versions of Aelfric’s Easter Day sermon to prove that 

transubstantiation was a Catholic imposition on the Church, and Protestantism thus 

a return to a pure original English belief.84  Parker was not an unfailing fan of the 

entire Anglo-Saxon culture, his approach was, he said, to ‘inquyre for the olde way: 

and if it be the good and right way, then goe therin.’85 He exhibited little of the 

overt nationalism that became apparent in Anglo-Saxon studies by the time L’Isle 

penned his landmark Saxon Treatise in 1623.86   

 

In the seventeenth century Anglo-Saxon studies had been the subject of 

revival for nationalist propaganda. Alongside ancient religious texts and laws, 

L’Isle claimed to have found in the Anglo-Saxon tongue ‘well recorded all manner 

of human learning.’87  In this simple statement L’Isle drew attention to a level of 

education in England before the Norman Conquest that would underpin nationalist 

nostalgia for centuries.  It was not so much what L’Isle specifically said, as what 

could be creatively interpreted from what he had said, that had such an impact on 

Anglo-Saxonist development.  If the Saxon tongue could hold as much knowledge 

as Latin, then England could have been and perhaps would still be as great as 

Rome. 

 

                                                 
83 Matthew Parker, A Testimonie of Antiquitie, shewing the auncient fayth in the 
Church of England touching the sacrament of the body and bloude of the Lord here 
publikely preached, and also receaued in the Saxons tyme, aboue 600 yeares ago 
(London, 1567) 
84 Ibid  
85 Parker did not revere the Saxon era wholly virtuous, an attitide echoed in 
Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay discussed in chapter four of this thesis (see 
especially pp181-183). 
86William L'Isle, A Saxon Treatise concerning the Old and New Testament… 
(London, 1623) 
87 L’Isle, cited in Tuve, "Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," p170 

 39



…we see in L’Isle a case in point of the Saxonist’s natural connection 
with two configurations of ideas which were to become important – 
the backward-looking, nostalgic admiration for the medieval age of 
England, and the ‘Modern’ defence of England’s own culture in which 
hopes of unlimited future progress were implicit.88

 

L’Isle marked the beginning of a distinct era of nationalist Anglo-Saxonism.  

Although the ecclesiastical motivation continued through the next century, the pride 

in English origins became more apparent, and the value placed on the Saxon 

language itself (as distinct from the value placed on it as a key to early religious 

texts) increased.   

 

In 1659 William Somner’s dictionary was published, offering both English 

and Latin translations of the Saxon language, and facilitating the next wave of 

Anglo-Saxon studies.89 Although Somner was a Cambridge man, Fairer has argued 

that ‘the history of Anglo-Saxon scholarship between 1688 and 1715 is the history 

of its development at Oxford.’90 One could extend this period back to 1672 when 

the first prospectus for the new Oxford Press stated the intention to print ‘The 

liturgicks and homilies of the Ancient English-saxons church’ and ‘The Canons of 

the English Saxon church’.91  Shortly thereafter Spelman founded the first Saxon 

lectureship at Oxford and William Nicholson was appointed the first lecturer of 

Anglo-Saxon studies.  It was the beginning of a wave of intense interest in Anglo-

Saxon history, inspired and led by Edward Thwaites at Queens College, Oxford.92  

Sometimes referred to as the ‘Queens’ Saxonists’ or ‘Oxford Saxonists’ this group 

                                                 
88 Ibid: p177 
89 William Somner, Dictionarium Saxonico-Latino-Anglicum (Menston, England, 
1659) 
90 David Fairer, "Anglo-Saxon Studies," in The History of the University of Oxford, 
ed. T.H. Aston (Oxford, 1986), p807 
91 cited Tuve, "Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," p171 
92 J.A.W. Bennet, "The History of Old English and Old Norse studies in England 
from the time of Francis Junius till the end of the Eighteenth Century" (Oxford 
University, 1938) p79 In chapter three of this thesis it will be seen that Jefferson 
managed to collect almost all of the texts penned by the Queens Saxonists, and 
many of the earlier texts that like Somner’s Dictionary were acknowledged to be 
extremely rare (see pp101-114). 
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of friends and colleagues made substantial headway into contemporary 

understandings of the language, although their reading of the culture of the Anglo-

Saxonists took a very simplistic form.93  

 

Edward Thwaites arrived in Oxford in 1689 and was admitted to a fellowship 

at Queens College.  An enormously charismatic leader, Thwaites provided the focal 

point for an extraordinary collaborative effort among those scholars interested in 

Anglo-Saxon studies: 

Thwaites was by all accounts a man of enormous charm, handsome, 
good-humoured, lively in conversation and tirelessly devoted to his 
work and his pupils. Not only did he produce valuable work under his 
own name, but he unselfishly assisted and encouraged others.94

 

Among those Thwaites encouraged was George Hickes, a man whose grammar 

would be described by one of his contemporary scholars as achieving ‘an Accuracy 

in this Language beyond the Attainments of any that had gone before him in that 

Study’ and whom Thwaites himself would describe as 'the great restorer of our 

Saxon learning'.95  

 

Tuve discusses the ‘patriotic desire to furnish England with an historical and 

cultural background second to none’ that inspired the Queens’ Saxonists, alongside 

their religious fervour.96  They were fiercely nationalistic and outspoken in their 

                                                 
93 The expression ‘Saxonists of Queens’ was used by Gibson and is cited in Tuve, 
"Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," p187.  ‘Oxford Saxonists’ was used in Colin 
Kidd, British Identities Before Nationalism: Ethnicity and Nationhood in the 
Atlantic World 1600-1800 (Cambridge, 1999) p108 and T.H. Aston, ed., The 
History of the University of Oxford, vol. 5 (Oxford, 1986) pp808-29 
94 Fairer, "Anglo-Saxon Studies," p812 
95 Nicolson, English Historical Library, 101-2 and Thwaites’ introduction to the 
Heptateuchus, both cited in Aston, ed., The History of the University of Oxford  
p812 
96 Tuve, "Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," p172 Ironically it was not an 
Englishman who provided the ‘vital impetus’ to the promulgation of Anglo-Saxon 
studies at Oxford, but Francis Junius of Heidelburg, who settled near Oxford in 
1674; Junius’s substantial collection of Anglo-Saxon printing type and manuscript 
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political beliefs.  In her first work Elizabeth Elstob spoke forcefully against those of 

her countrymen who valued foreign learning ahead of the religion and customs of 

their own forebears.97

 

I fear, if things were rightly consider'd, that the charge of Barbarity 
would rather fall upon those who, while they fancy themselves adorn'd 
with the Embellishments of foreign Learning, are ignorant, even to 
barbarity, of the Faith, Religion, the Laws and Customs, and 
Language of their Ancestors.98

 

The Queens’ Saxonists will be considered again in the context of their political 

beliefs momentarily. 

 

In the eighteenth century Anglo-Saxon studies experienced a significant lull. 

Thwaites died in 1711, and Hickes in 1715 and although the students exposed to 

their enthusiasm struggled on for a few years without them they had little success. 

Levine argues that ‘the powerful partisan motives that had first given birth to the 

enterprise, the political and religious quarrels that had turned men back upon the 

national past in the seventeenth century, were beginning to wane in the more stable 

conditions of the new century.’99   In fact, Fairer’s explanation is far more 

persuasive: 

 

Oxford's achievements in Anglo-Saxon studies had rested on three 
foundations and each was now weakened: organized teaching of the 
language in the university had faltered; the sense of communal effort, 
by which individual scholars supported and assisted each other, had 
been lost; and there was no one to inherit Hickes's mantle as an 
inspiring leader. Also, in spite of all their efforts, the Oxford Saxonists 

                                                                                                                                                 
collection came into Oxford’s possession after his death in 1677. Fairer, "Anglo-
Saxon Studies," p808 
97 Elizabeth Elstob, An Anglo-Saxon Homily on the Birthday of St. Gregory 
(London, 1709) pvi  Elizabeth Elstob is considered a Queens scholar almost by 
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98 Ibid  pii 
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had never won the propaganda battle with the cultural establishment 
outside the university, and over the remaining decades of the century 
the story is at best sketchy and episodic.100

 

In this scenario it is clear that Jefferson’s recourse to Anglo-Saxon studies was a 

product of personal academic pursuit, and not a natural result of the political 

struggles of his era.   

 

Jefferson himself would seek a greater popularization of Anglo-Saxon studies 

than had ever been achieved by the Queens’ Saxonists; his attempts to introduce 

Anglo-Saxon in the undergraduate curriculum of American universities are 

considered later in this thesis, and seem to indicate a desire to diffuse knowledge of 

Anglo-Saxon as widely as possible amongst those students expected to become 

public men as well as scholars.101 Fairer’s belief that the propaganda battle of the 

Anglo-Saxonists had been a significant factor in the failure of their studies after 

Thwaites’ death, and throughout the eighteenth century, suggests that Jefferson was 

exceptional in his insight into the value of Anglo-Saxon studies in his day: 

 

During the second half of the century it proved impossible to break 
out of the view that linguistic and cultural history since Saxon times 
had been a growth from barbarity to civilization; Anglo-Saxon studies 
were seen as matter for antiquarians. Even the gothic enthusiasts were 
led to undervalue it.102  

 

Although to various extents the material of the seventeenth century Anglo-

Saxonists remained available, there was little incentive to take up studies of this 

period and little significant headway made into understandings of early English 

history.  During the period that Jefferson and his contemporaries were educated 

there was no active encouragement to delve into the details of early English history, 

although the Anglo-Saxon origins of English common law were still discussed.  

                                                 
100 Fairer, "Anglo-Saxon Studies," p824 
101 See chapter four of this thesis, pp152-184. 
102 Fairer, "Anglo-Saxon Studies," p826 
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Jefferson’s interest, when it developed, was entirely independent of contemporary 

mainstream understandings of English history on either side of the Atlantic.  The 

flourishing of Anglo-Saxon studies in the seventeenth century provided source 

material, although the lull of the eighteenth century makes it questionable how 

readily available any Anglo-Saxon source material was for students in that period.  

Classical studies, on the other hand, appear to have remained a core objective in the 

eighteenth century university curriculum.   

 

 

 Anglo-Saxon studies in this period are frequently linked to the infant Whig 

political movement and, as noted in the introduction, consequently American 

statesmen who expressed an interest in the Anglo-Saxon origins of English 

common law are often described as being proponents of ‘whig history’.  As 

explained in the introduction ‘whig history’ has a multitude of meanings, depending 

on the time and context in which the term is invoked; here the use of the capitalised 

‘Whig’ refers to political affiliation whereas the term ‘whig historian’ refers to a 

progressivist approach to the development of mankind and does not necessarily 

refer to political affiliation.  Neither term is really useful in categorizing the 

specialist Anglo-Saxon texts of the two hundred years before the American 

Revolution, as the following discussion will illustrate.  The expression ‘whig 

historian’ or ‘progressivist historian’ can certainly be used to describe the narrative 

histories of the same time frame, yet closer study of these texts may lead us to 

question, firstly, whether early Anglo-Saxon studies had a specifically Whig 

political orientation; secondly the extent to which either specialist texts or general 

narrative histories of the period displayed extensive tendentious use of Anglo-

Saxon history, and thirdly the extent to which Whig theories could provide 

Jefferson with an underpinning for his visions of American Independence and 

national identity.  

 

In a flat contradiction of the easy association of Anglo-Saxonism and political 

Whig history, the Queens’ Saxonists tended to fall on the Tory side of politics.   
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The most striking example is George Hickes, close friend and colleague of Edward 

Thwaites.  Hickes became Dean of Worcester in 1683, and published his 

Institutiones Grammaticae a year after the Glorious Revolution, in 1689.  In the 

preface to this volume he included the ancient coronation oath of the Saxon kings, 

in a blatant use of Anglo-Saxon scholarship to remind readers of their loyalty to 

James II.103  In 1690 Hickes declined to take the oath of allegiance to William and 

Mary and was consequently deprived of his deanery.  He spent the next nine years 

‘a man on the run, hidden by his friends and in danger from the mob’.104  His 

greatest Anglo-Saxon work was completed against this background, while he 

conducted negotiations with the exiled King James.  Hickes cannot be described as 

a political Whig, yet he was a leading scholar of seventeenth century Anglo-

Saxonism.  It is this political position that Frantzen refers to when he argues that 

‘[t]he unpopular political stance of some of these Anglo-Saxon scholars no doubt 

slowed the spread of work in this field.’105  

 

The Queens’ Saxonists may not have been political Whigs, but they were 

‘concerned to stress the continuity between the language, laws and religion of the 

Saxons and those of their own day’ and many of them were active players in the 

controversy surrounding the revolution of 1688.106  Hickes was not the only 

Saxonist to use his subject matter as a weapon in controversial disputes.  In 1697 

Edmund Gibson wrote to Edward Thwaites: 

if you should run over the Homilies . . . I hope you'll have an eye to all 
the passages against Popery . . . a collection of that kind . . . would be 
undeniable evidence to all posterity, that the belief of our Papists at 
this day is a very different thing from that of our Saxon ancestors107  

 

                                                 
103 Aston, ed., The History of the University of Oxford  p816 
104 Ibid  
105 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p50 
106 Aston, ed., The History of the University of Oxford  p808 
107 Gibson to Thwaites, 20 May 1697, cited in J Nichols, Literary Anecdotes of the 
Eighteenth Century, vol. iv (London, 1812-15) p143 
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This seems a different thing to ‘whig’ progressivism, which as discussed in the 

introduction, sees history as a story of progress to the present, and does not tend to 

advocate a return to earlier simplicity. A common example used to illustrate ‘whig 

history’ is that of Thomas Macaulay.  Although written in the nineteenth century, 

Macaulay’s History of England from the Accession of James II famously illustrates 

the progressivist tendencies associated with whig history: 

 

I shall relate … how our country, from a state of ignominious 
vassalage, rapidly rose to the place of umpire among European 
powers; how her opulence and her martial glory grew together...how, 
in America, the British colonies rapidly became far mightier and 
wealthier than the realms which Cortes and Pizarro had added to the 
dominions of Charles the Fifth…108

 

 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries narrative histories of England 

flourished, aided by the introduction of ‘modern history’ and ‘modern languages’ to 

the two universities in 1724.  ‘The enterprise, whose sponsors were Edmund 

Gibson and Robert Walpole, was intended to encourage loyalty to the Hanoverian 

regime as well as interest in modern historical scholarship.’109  This was ‘modern 

scholarship’, meaning the recent history of the connections between England and 

other European nations. The similarities and shared history of England and 

Germany were stressed in these modern history units, as they were in the narrative 

histories, and the focus on languages made these units an ideal training ground for 

the diplomatic corps.110

 

 The way that these were written, the emphasis placed on different periods and 

the origins ascribed to parliamentary development, do fall broadly into Whig and 

Tory political versions of history, as Jefferson himself observed in the passage that 

opens this thesis: 

                                                 
108 Thomas Macaulay, History of England From the Accession of James II 
(Philadelphia, 1849) intro 
109 Aston, ed., The History of the University of Oxford  p474 
110 W.R. Ward, Georgian Oxford: University Politics in the Eighteenth Century 
(Oxford, 1958) pp132-133 
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It has ever appeared to me, that the difference between the whig and 
the tory of England is, that the whig deduces his rights from the 
Anglo-Saxon source, and the tory from the Norman.111

 

In Jefferson’s vocabulary ‘whig history’ did not refer to a progressivist history, but 

rather to the point of origin of the progression that he perceived in historical 

narratives from both sides of the political line.  In terms of Butterfield’s 

progressivist interpretation of ‘whig history’ the narrative historians of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were nearly all whig historians; regardless of 

their point of origin of the legal system they all saw it as a progressive development 

towards the present.112  When Jefferson described the ‘whig’ and ‘tory’ in the 

paragraph above he referred to politicians, not historians.  To the extent that it was 

applicable to authors, it did not refer to the political stance of the authors of Anglo-

Saxon texts that Jefferson had read, but comments on the historical interests of 

political narratives to which he had been exposed. 

 

Jefferson’s statement that the narrative histories of his day could be divided 

into ‘whig’ and ‘tory’ lines according to their point of origin seems broadly correct, 

and it seems natural that Jefferson should favour political affiliation with the Whigs 

over the Tories as a brief analysis of their stance will illustrate.  There is dispute 

about origins of the expressions Whig and Tory, although they came into common 

use in the late Stuart period.  By 1680 they were clearly used to describe the two 

principal factions in British politics.  In the constitutional crisis of 1688-90 Tories 

favoured the divine right of James II, whereas for the Whigs William of Orange 

represented the ‘Deliverer’. Among the Whig parliamentary opposition to the 

Stuarts, students of English law and institutions began to ascribe immemorial 

origins to the Saxon common law, part of a belief in the ‘ancient constitution,’ 

which these sovereigns were supposed to be defying.  Thus Whig politics became 

                                                 
111 Thomas Jefferson to Major John Cartwright, (Monticello, June 5 1824), Library 
of Congress, The Thomas Jefferson Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 
1651-1827 
112 Butterfield, Whig Interpretation of History  p3 
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linked to the study of English law, and was passed on to the American colonists, 

including Jefferson, in this format, as will be seen in the analysis of Jefferson’s 

legal texts below.  

 

Whig philosophies may have been useful to Jefferson to the extent that they 

outlined theories of independence, but the Whig ascription of ultimate political 

authority to the English Parliament was decidedly contrary to Jefferson’s stance; 

Jefferson asserted the independence of Americans from English parliamentary 

power.  While Jefferson apparently shared the Whig opposition to royal absolutism, 

he did not initially focus his energies on repudiation of the king; his first writings 

were addressed to the king seeking support against his parliament.113  To this extent 

Jefferson would appear to be in direct opposition to a political party emphasizing 

English parliamentary authority and repudiating royal power. It is therefore 

ineligible to suppose that Jefferson was uncritically influenced by Whig politics or 

that he would inevitably be drawn to their arguments.  

 

 

The Anglo-Saxon history employed in the narratives was very different from 

that which Jefferson would exercise.  The great Whig history of the Anglo-Saxons 

was that of John Milton, The History of Britain.  It was written in English and 

based on Latin sources, including Wheelock’s 1644 edition of the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle.  It is easy to see the affinity Jefferson might have felt for Milton, whose 

works appear in Jefferson’s library, for “[a]mong the permanently valuable things 

in Milton's republicanism we may recognize his consistent hatred of tyranny and all 

arbitrary authority, his consequent faith in decentralization and his respect for civil 

rights…”114  

 

                                                 
113 Thomas Jefferson, A Summary View of the Rights of British America (Chicago, 
1976) 
114 Merritt Y. Hughes, ed., John Milton: Prose Selections (New York, 1947) pcvi 
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In The History of Britain Milton described the Anglo-Saxon era as a period in 

which good and just laws had been perverted by a series of bad rulers, political 

infighting, and corrupt clergy.   

 

Not a few years before the Normans came, the clergy, though in 
Edward the Confessor’s days, had lost all good literature and religion, 
scarce able to read and understand their Latin service…The monks 
went clad in fine stuffs, and made no difference what they eat; which 
though in itself no fault, yet to their consciences was irreligious. The 
great men, given to gluttony and dissolute life, made a prey of the 
common people, abusing their daughters whom they had in service, 
then turning them off to the stews; the meaner sort tippling together 
night and day, spent all they had in drunkenness, attended with other 
vices which effeminate men’s minds. Whence it came to pass, that 
carried on with fury and rashness more than any true fortitude or skill 
of war, they gave to William their conqueror so easy a conquest.115

 

He excepted from this picture of decayed virtue only a few periods of relative peace 

and good leadership, like that experienced under Alfred: 

 

After which troublesome time, Alfred enjoying three years of peace, 
by him spent, as his manner was, not idly or voluptuously, but in all 
virtuous employments, both of mind and body, becoming a prince of 
his renown…116

 

Milton shows very little interest in an ‘Ancient Constitution’, mentioning barely in 

passing Alfred’s ‘good laws, which are yet extant’.117 The great Whig historian 

seems to have made very little connection between Whig policies and Anglo-Saxon 

historical precedent. 

 

Furthermore, in his description of Alfred’s reign Milton offered a very 

simplistic picture of Anglo-Saxon virtue.  As Tuve observed: ‘once one had 

                                                 
115 John Milton, The History of Britain, that part especially now called England, 
from the first traditional beginning, continued to the Norman Conquest collected 
out of the ancientest and best authors thereof (1847) Book VI, Harold 
116 Ibid  Book V, Alfred 
117 Ibid  Book V, Alfred 
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repudiated the necessity of writing, speaking, or acting like a good second-hand 

Greek or Roman, one could with comfort praise the good old English virtues of 

simplicity and piety, strength of speech, and simple nobility.’118 Jefferson’s 

understanding and use transcended such simplicity. 

 

Spelman was the first major scholar to break away from this superficial 

understanding.119 He had an acute sense of historical development, and sadly 

castigated his countrymen for their lack of it in their attitude to parliamentary 

origins: 

 

when States are departed from their original Constitution and that 
original by tract of time worn out of memory; the succeeding Ages 
viewing what is past by the present, conceive the former to have been 
like to that they live in.120  

 

Spelman’s goal was the limitation of the antiquity of the common law, in order to 

give it the substantiation of a Germanic rather than a mythic point of origin.  Yet 

Spelman placed considerable emphasis on the broad relationship of the Germanic 

legal institutions rather than ‘indulging in the manufacture of purely insular 

legends’.121  This again was contrary to Jefferson’s usage as will be seen in 

subsequent chapters. 

 

In fact Jefferson’s interpretation of the Anglo-Saxon era seems far more like 

that of the Queens’ Saxonists, who were not whig historians according to either a 

                                                 
118 Tuve, "Ancients, Moderns, and Saxons," p172 
119 Henry Spelman, Archaeologus, vol. 2 volume (London, 1626) 
120 in Ed Gibson, Reliquae Spelmannianae: the postumous works of Sir Henry 
Spelman relating to the laws and antiquities of England: published from the 
original manuscripts: with the life of the author, Copy from Henry E Huntington 
Library and Art Gallery ed. (Oxford, 1698); E Gibson, ed., The English Works of 
Sir Henry Spelman, together with his postumous works relating to the laws and 
antiquities of England; and the life of the author (Oxford, 1727) p57 
121 J.G.A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law: A Study of 
English Historical Thought in the Seventeenth Century (New York, 1957) p97  See 
also the article "Lex" in the 1626 Archaeologus, p. 435 
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Whig political affiliation or a progressivist approach to historical studies.  The one 

advantage that Jefferson gained from the Whig involvement in history was the 

emphasis on the Anglo-Saxon origin of the English common law, which as will be 

seen below was crucial for Jefferson’s initial exposure to this period of history; 

these writers are listed in detail below.  Yet as significant as this involvement was, 

and as necessary to Jefferson’s discovery of his Anglo-Saxon forebears, it 

nevertheless cannot be credited with the extraordinary and unique use Jefferson 

made of that history, nor account for the interest and determination with which 

Jefferson pursued a detailed academic survey of the Anglo-Saxon era. 

 

One final observation should be made here about the study of history in 

England before moving on to the colonies.  That is the use made of local histories 

in underpinning the status of English nobility in the seventeenth century. 

Antiquarian research “consisted essentially in the finding, collecting and organizing 

of philological and historical information from documentary sources, and of ancient 

artefacts and natural curiosities.”122  The ability of those engaged in this pastime to 

contribute to matters of legal precedence and provide evidence in disputes relating 

to property or title made it a respected pursuit, one that was of particular 

significance to those who were engaged in the study of the law, as Jefferson would 

be.  The emphasis on ancestral history provided a vehicle for transmission of 

historical knowledge to the colonies and offered a model for the use of long 

antiquity as a justification for status and territorial rights. 

 

The ‘gentry narrative’ that ran through the antiquarian works of the 

seventeenth century constituted a ‘compelling assertion of power and identity.’123  

Demonstrations of family antiquity went hand in hand with assertions of land-

holding rights over lengthy periods.  Lancaster has argued that ‘the antiquary was 

able to bring together lineage and tenure, the two principle indicators of gentry-

                                                 
122 Francis Charles Lancaster, "'Those Flourishing Ages Past' William Dugdale and 
the English County Survey" (University of Western Australia, 2001) p2 
123 Ibid p4 
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status…’ in response to an increase in the detraction in esteem being suffered by 

lineage alone – too easily replicated in the seventeenth century by those families 

who had ‘contrived a means of inventing and exaggerating lineage and displaying it 

with undue extravagance’.124  Arms, titles, and genealogical tables were more 

easily manufactured than estates or family tombs.  With place the most easily 

demonstrable indicator of rank, histories that established the tenure of the residents 

were highly desirable.  It is not difficult to see why it might be problematic for the 

American elite to emulate this trend prior to the Revolution, although there seems 

to have been a tendency to emphasize longevity in the colonies, discussed below.  

 

Childhood education in America, as written about at the time, was also 

dominated by the need for literacy to facilitate religious understanding amongst the 

lower classes, just as it had been in England.125 The very first settlers were 

Protestant, as were their families and friends in England.  The degree to which 

education and religion were linked was regionally different, with considerable 

implications for the ensuing systems of schooling.  In Virginia there is evidence 

that religion took a back seat to more secular ambitions, especially amongst the 

wealthier classes.  Benjamin Franklin recorded that when the Episcopal 

Commissary for Virginia, Reverend James Blair, argued that a college in the 

Anglican outpost of Virginia would prepare ministers who would be able to save 

souls, the attorney general for the Crown bellowed: ‘Souls! Damn your souls!  

Make tobacco!’126 The following discussion of Massachusetts and Virginia is 

designed firstly to provide a backdrop to the issues raised in chapter five of this 

thesis, but more immediately to explain certain aspects of Jefferson’s education, the 

nature of his exposure to English history, and the extraordinary nature of his pursuit 

of Anglo-Saxon culture, language and history. 

                                                 
124 Ibid pp186-7 
125 Laurence A Cremin, American Education; The Colonial Experience 1607-1783 
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126 Benjamin Franklin to Mason Weems and Edward Gant Passy, (July 18, 1784) 
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The British colonists of Massachusetts were a very distinctive cross-section 

of Englishmen.  It is no co-incidence that one of the great waves of migration to 

Massachusetts corresponds exactly with the period referred to as the ‘Eleven Years 

Tyranny’; the period 1629 to 1640 when Charles I tried to rule England without a 

parliament and William Laud weeded the puritans out of the Anglican church.127 

Within a period of eleven years, some 80,000 English men, women and children 

crossed to America, driven from England by what they perceived as intolerable 

conditions.  

 

Very few nobleman left England for the colonies in this wave.  A notable 

exception is the Earl of Lincoln’s sister, accompanied by her husband and brother.  

Most of the families that moved to Massachusetts were families of lesser rank, but 

by no means were they the dregs of English society.128  These men were the 

forerunners of the Yankees and to a remarkable extent they were related to one 

another before leaving England.  In one contingent of seven hundred who sailed 

from Norfolk and Kent, ninety four percent consisted of family groups, proportions 

that were the highest in the history of American immigration.129 These were middle 

class people with a high level of literacy and an understanding of their local history.    

 

 Fischer argues persuasively that not only did the (slender) majority of 

Puritans come from the south Eastern counties of England, but that those who came 

from those regions were statistically much more likely to stay in Massachusetts.130  

The pattern of names given to the new settlements in Massachusetts mirrors the 

regions of south East England from which these colonists came; the first counties in 

                                                 
127 David Hackett Fischer, Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways In America (New 
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the Bay colony, for example, were called Suffolk, Essex, Norfolk and 

Middlesex.131 What is interesting about these counties is their unusually high level 

of education and literacy. Some studies have suggested that the literacy was 

significantly higher in the region around and including East Anglia than the average 

English literacy.132  

 

 The same regions were famous for their Puritan religion and Parliamentarian 

stance.  When the Civil War began in 1642 the Parliamentary forces found their 

strongest support in these counties, and indeed many of the Massachusetts settlers 

returned to England to fight for the Parliamentarians. In the English Civil War that 

saw Charles I deposed, puritans largely took an anti-royalist stance.  Puritan 

factions played a key role in the Parliamentarian victory and became a majority in 

Parliament, while a Puritan military leader, Oliver Cromwell, became head of the 

English Commonwealth.  During the Commonwealth period, the Church of 

England held no exclusive authority but was only one of a number of religious 

sects.  There was never an official Puritan denomination but the Commonwealth 

government tolerated a somewhat broader debate on doctrinal issues than had 

previously been possible, and considerable theological and political conflict 

between Puritan factions continued throughout this period.  After the restoration of 

the monarchy the pendulum swung back to the other extreme, and the Church of 

England was rigorously enforced as the one official religion.  The migrants to 

Massachusetts therefore had a background of anti-royalism that equated the 

monarchy with the deprivation of religious freedom. 

 

Massachusetts was also unusual in its household strength.  In Massachusetts 

‘[t]he basic unit of social organization, the family was the principal agency through 

which the colonists worked out responses to the new conditions in which they 

found themselves, consolidated what they learned, and transmitted that learning to 
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subsequent generations.’133 In age range and gender ratio the Massachusetts 

immigrants were unlike usual immigration demographics. Forty percent were 

mature men and women over twenty-five, and almost half were children under 

sixteen; but for the absence of men and women over sixty the distribution of ages 

was very similar to that of the region in England that yielded them.134  Similarly, 

although the gender balance among migrants to Virginia, for example, was one 

woman to every four or five men, in Massachusetts there were ten women to every 

fifteen men.135  Thus a far more familiar home life could be expected in 

Massachusetts than in any other colony, both in terms of family structure and the 

running of the household.  The implications for education were dramatic, with a 

substantial number of school-aged children, and the household supported by 

women providing sufficient stability to engender regular home schooling.  With 

education freely available to all children within their own homes it alleviated the 

class distinction that could develop where education depended on expensive, 

imported teachers.  Higher education was publicly available in the larger towns, to 

establish the necessary professionals wherever large numbers gathered.  For those 

not intended for the ministry, an Act passed in Massachusetts in 1647 required ‘that 

every town of one hundred families or more should provide free common and 

grammar school instruction.’ Indeed, the first ‘Free Grammar School’ was 

established in Boston in 1635, only five years after the Massachusetts Bay Colony 

was founded.136  

 

Higher education in this environment was important for all, but the highest 

education was for the ministry. The Puritan religious leaders were highly trained 

scholars, whose education gave them access to authoritarian positions unavailable 
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to those without the benefit of a university career. Yet the combination of early 

home schooling and community financial support for the universities made this 

higher education available to a broader section of society than in the South.137 

According to Miller, Harvard College was supported by the entire community in 

the interest of maintaining a literate ministry.138 Thus in Massachusetts we see for 

the first time facilitation of rank through education, albeit inextricably tied to the 

ministry. 

 

The ties between religion and higher education were very strong.  Harvard 

College offered a classic academic course based on the English university model 

but one that was consistent with the Puritan philosophy of the first colonists.  

Although many of its early graduates became ministers in Puritan congregations 

throughout New England, the College was never formally affiliated with a specific 

religious denomination. An early brochure, published in 1643, justified the 

College's existence: ‘To advance Learning and perpetuate it to Posterity; dreading 

to leave an illiterate Ministry to the Churches.’ The 1708 election of John Leverett, 

the first president who was not also a clergyman, marked a turning of the College 

toward intellectual independence from Puritanism. As the College grew in the 18th 

and 19th centuries, the curriculum was broadened.  Harvard imposed a demanding 

regime on its scholars.  Students were offered a classical curriculum that included 

the study of Latin, Greek, Hebrew, rhetoric, and logic alongside moral philosophy, 

mathematics, and the natural sciences.  John Adams writes that Harvard 

‘invigorated my Body, and exhilarated my soul.’139.  This very English curriculum 

                                                 
137 Society here refers to free colonial English society; within this availability of 
education depended also on age, gender and disabilities. Some of these exclusions 
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obviously emulated Oxford and Cambridge, but the particular emphasis was placed 

heavily on maintaining the proper religious education.  

 

One of the New England goals seems to have been to resist the flaws in the 

English style of education. In 1629 Winthrop wrote that the first goal of the 

Massachusetts Bay Company was to carry the gospel into America and thus ‘to 

raise a bulwark against the kingdom of Antichrist which the Jesuits labor to raise in 

all parts of the world.’140  He commented also on the problems at home, and of the 

lack of wholesome opportunities for their children.  Oxford and Cambridge 

universities, ‘the fountains of learning and religion, are so corrupted (besides the 

unsupportable charge of their education)’ that ‘many children of best wits and 

fairest hopes are perverted, corrupted, and utterly overthrown by the multitude of 

evil examples and licentious government of those seminaries.’141

 

Yale was founded in 1701 because of concerns that Harvard was no longer 

teaching the true religion.142  This emphasizes the connection that was still felt to 

exist between education and religion - note that the problem with Harvard is not a 

lack of religion, but the wrong religion.  Originally located in the home of Abraham 

Pierson, its first rector, in Killingworth, Connecticut, in 1716 the school moved to 

New Haven and, with the generous gift by Elihu Yale was renamed Yale College in 

1718. 
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Wherein Youth may be instructed in the Arts and Sciences who 
through the blessing of Almighty God may be fitted for Publick 
employment both in Church and Civil State.143

 

According to this charter the role of education was for civil government, which 

nevertheless took second place to the church.  By 1745 a greater emphasis was 

placed on the role of education in preparation for government; the new charter of 

1745 stated that the college "under the blessing of Almighty God has trained up 

many worthy persons for the service of God in the State as well as in Church."144

 

Among the gifts of Elihu Yale to the new college in New Haven was 417 

books, of mostly English publication, and a portrait and arms of King George I.145 

So the continuity of culture between England and Massachusetts can be seen, 

although it was clearly affected by the cross section of particularly puritanical 

religious Englishmen, of middle-class extraction, who had moved to Massachusetts.  

These men and women were also an unusually well-educated assemblage with a 

household system that supported the private passing on of their knowledge to their 

children.  Thus Massachusetts did not develop any strong equation of education and 

class distinction.  A greater emphasis remained on religion and practical knowledge 

in the curriculum, with the former a recognized subset of the latter.  The skills 

needed for successful government were also recognized and specifically taught, but 

the education needed to be a gentleman was never a feature of any Massachusetts 

curriculum.  The implications of this will be explored later in this chapter. 

 

A significant subsection of Massachusetts’ colonists was the Pilgrim sect. 

The Pilgrim residence in Massachusetts became very significant in the nineteenth 

century as a founding legend of the United States.  The small and coherent group of 
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men and women whose religious devotion marked them apart from other American 

colonists provided an essential foil to the Southern gentility after the Revolution.  It 

is therefore worth mentioning them briefly here as an important subset of settlers in 

Massachusetts, although querying their initial significance to the overall pattern of 

education in the colonies. 

 

Pilgrims were a very small, specific group who were among the original 

Plymouth settlers.  Originating in Nottinghamshire, the Pilgrims were separatists 

who believed that the reforms of the Anglican church had not gone far enough; 

although the 1535 break with Catholicism had been a good start it was nonetheless 

equally idolatrous to have a king at the head of the church, and the reformed 

Anglican Church looked likely to remain just as corrupt as its Catholic 

predecessor.146  The Reformation had seen a dramatic increase in the dissemination 

of the Bible and an increased reliance on it as a source of spiritual meaning.  This 

not only promoted the importance of literacy to the sustenance of religious 

authority, but it implied to the Pilgrims individualism and dispersion of that 

religious authority.  The Pilgrims were the first people in America for whom 

literacy led to rank, rather than rank leading to literacy.  Although this principle 

was more theoretical than actual, it represents an important shift in thought from 

the English class system, and an important distinction from the belief system of 

Virginia’s upper class elite. 

 

From almost the moment of landing the Pilgrims fought for their perceived 

rights.  They were a group already accustomed to moving in opposition to 

established religious authority, and they showed their skill from their first acts.  The 

Mayflower Compact stated 

 

Haveing undertaken, for the glorie of God, and advancemente of the 
Christian faith, and honour of our king and countrie, a voyage to plant 
the first colonie in the Northerne parts of Virginia, doe by these 
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presents solemnly and mutually in the presence of God, and one 
another, covenant and combine our selves togeather into a civill body 
politick, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of 
the ends aforesaid; and by vertue hereof to enacte, constitute and 
frame such just and equall lawes, ordinances, acts, constitutions, and 
offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meete and 
convenient for the generall good of the Colonie, unto which we 
promise all due submission and obedience. 147

 

Bradford writes that the Compact developed in response to ‘the discontented and 

mutinous speeches’ of some of their companions on the voyage – men who had 

travelled with them but did not share appropriate religious ideals.  The Compact 

thus arose out of a need to maintain social and civic coherence, to ensure that the 

officials elected and the group as a whole would have some legitimacy against 

challenges to its ‘legal authority’148 Michael Kammen, however, notes a ‘tradition’ 

in the early 19th century ‘in which the Compact was viewed as part of the 

repudiation of English domination’.149   Yet the compact was made in the king’s 

name, the signatories were the ‘loyall subjects’ of the ‘dread soveraigne Lord, King 

James’. 150  The Pilgrims were walking a fine line between appropriate loyalty and 

freedom to defend the tenets of their religion, itself a blatant affront to the king who 

held himself the head of the Church of England. 

 

In the aftermath of Revolution and the prelude to the Civil War the pilgrims 

became an important symbol of America, and were drawn into the debates about 

what it meant to be American in contrast to the imagery that America was the heir 

to the great classical empires.  What influence this group actually had over their 
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fellow colonists in Massachusetts is uncertain, although it is logical to infer that 

exposure to pilgrim values may have had some impact.  Ultimately the differences 

between Massachusetts and Virginia were more the product of their different 

backgrounds, demographics and geography than their exposure to fundamentalist 

religious groups. 

 

The Virginian experience was very different to that of Massachusetts after the 

1640s, although perhaps more similar in its infancy. The origins of education in 

Virginia were unusually conducive to an early exposure to English history, and at 

the same time carried biases that would result in a unique interpretation of that 

history.  For the men who settled in Virginia, those who were close enough to 

understand and desire an aristocracy were also those who were prevented from 

reaching the apex of power in England’s system.  They were younger sons, with the 

birth and breeding of aristocrats, and only their older brothers standing between 

themselves and their families’ legacy, or merchants with money and education held 

back by the wrong bloodlines.  This volatile combination of proximity and 

exclusion created a group of men who, when moved out to a land with all the 

potential of colonial Virginia, were very protective of the rank and status they could 

achieve there.   

 

The occupants of the southern American colonies were a very different group 

of people coming for very different reasons than the occupants of Massachusetts. 

There is a ‘cavalier migration’ theory of the settlement of Virginia in the 

seventeenth century, which argues that the majority of settlers in this century were 

English noblemen fleeing from the Roundheads. David Fischer argued that the 

populating of Virginia by the upper class appears to have been very deliberately 

planned by Governor Berkeley.151  This upper class younger son made an appeal to 

other younger sons and impoverished gentry-men: 
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A small sum of money will enable a younger brother to erect a 
flourishing family in a new world; and add more strength, wealth and 
honor to his native country, than thousands did before, that died 
forgotten and unrewarded in an unjust war…men of as good families 
as any subjects in England have resided there…152

 

If, as Bridenbaugh argued, this group was not in fact entirely composed of 

noblemen but was rather a collection of middle-class social movers and a very few 

actual nobles, the history of social orders would suggest that this is a group for 

whom the ‘right’ education was even more important, particularly for their 

children.153  Beginning in the 1640s the new style of settler began arriving in 

Virginia; the younger sons of eminent English families who had served as 

Cavaliers, many of whom had been officers in the English Civil War.154 These 

founders of the Virginia gentry brought with them informal affiliations to Oxford 

colleges, noticeably those with special links with the monarchy; Christ Church, 

Merton and Queens.155  These men not only introduced an ‘upper’ class but by 

example created a new ‘upwardly mobile’ class. We know that these men would 

continue to reign supreme in Virginia: as late as 1775, every member of the Council 

was descended from a councillor who had served in 1660.156   For both the upper 

and upwardly mobile classes of men education was of paramount importance. 

 

The consequent class exclusivity produced an educational system whose 

drive was to imitate the ranks that the colonist wished they could occupy ‘back 

home’.   This ‘gentry’ had been exposed to the antiquarian research of the 

seventeenth century, which their English counterparts had pursued in part ‘for the 
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more immediate purpose of knowing and celebrating their own origins.’157  In 

England lineage was an important factor in the establishment of legal rights to land, 

titles and privileges, as well as a matter of pride and honour.158  The Virginian 

attempt to imitate this behaviour resulted in shadowy, even imaginary versions of 

family history.  Emphasizing their lineage, but with ultimately no other proof to 

offer of their noble background than imitation of the behavior of the English gentry, 

proper and gentlemanly education and unlikely family connections in England 

could be substituted for ancient land tenure. Jefferson described it as ‘aristocratical, 

pompish, clanish’ behaviour.159

 

Jefferson’s family were an exquisite example of the complex feelings among 

the Virginian planter aristocracy. The earliest history about Thomas Jefferson’s 

family is shrouded in legend.  The family tradition was that they had originated in 

Snowdon, in Wales but the only thing they had been able to assert with any real 

confidence was that their first ancestor to arrive in America predated the arrival of 

the Mayflower.160  Thomas Jefferson’s father, Peter, married Jane Randolph in 

1738.  Jefferson would offer of his mother’s family that they traced ‘their pedigree 

far back in England and Scotland, to which let every one ascribe the faith and merit 

he chooses.’161  This description on Jefferson’s part sounds initially like a dismissal 

of any significance placed on his aristocratic matriarch, and yet it also demonstrates 

an awareness of the emphasis that could be placed on that pedigree bloodline. 

                                                 
157 Lancaster, "'Those Flourishing Ages Past' William Dugdale and the English 
County Survey"  p13 
158 Felicity Heal and Clive Holmes, The Gentry of England and Wales 1500-1700 
(Stanford, California, 1994), Lancaster, "'Those Flourishing Ages Past' William 
Dugdale and the English County Survey"  p13 
159 Thomas Jefferson to Francois Jean, Chevalier de Chastellaux, (Ampthill, 
November 26, 1782), Cited in Ford, Paul (ed) The Works of Thomas Jefferson, 
Volume III (New York, 1904) 
160 John T Morse Jr, Thomas Jefferson (Boston, 1883) p3-4 
161 Thomas Jefferson, "Autobiography Draft Fragment, January 6 through July 27," 
in The Thomas Jefferson Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 1651-1827 
(1821) 

 63



Jefferson’s use of the words ‘faith’ and ‘merit’ suggests that he doubted both the 

significance of having a noble pedigree, and also the likelihood of it.   

 

Thus in Virginia, particular emphasis was placed on education being like that 

of England. At the beginning of 1622 John Brinsley’s treatise A Consolation for 

Our Grammar Schooles reached Virginia, a work that argues that schooling in the 

colonies must be ‘without any difference at all from our courses received here at 

home.’162 So scholarly life in Virginia might be said to have been a direct 

transplant of English attitudes in its first guise, openly intending this result. In 1671 

Sir William Berkeley recorded that the Virginian attitude to education was ‘the 

same course that is taken in England out of towns; every man according to his own 

ability in instructing his children’.163 Berkeley’s emphasis that the Virginian 

experience was the same as that of rural England seems to stress the importance to 

Americans of receiving an English education; England still equated to civilization 

in the late seventeenth century. Cremin argued that: 

 

By 1622, it had become apparent that the English experience in the 
New World would be fundamentally different from that of the 
Spanish, that its success would be tied to the development of self-
sufficient agricultural and trading communities, that self-sufficiency 
would sooner or later require the planting of families, and that the 
planting of families would be facilitated by institutions like those of 
England.164   

 

The institutions ‘like those of England’ included the educational facilities.  

Advertisements for teachers placed in the Virginia Gazette in the period 1750 - 

1770 indicate that the primary need for teachers was Greek, Latin and Mathematics, 
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as well as basic literary skills – clearly following a conventional but somewhat old-

fashioned English curriculum. No mention is made of a religious background, 

although a few advertisements ask for ‘A sober person of good morals’ and most 

specify a single man.165  These were ‘notices of encouragement’ for schoolmasters 

to open schools in the region, rather than advertisements for pre-existing teaching 

positions.   However, ministers were frequently the most educated men in the local 

communities of Virginia, and consequently young ministers could make a tidy 

sideline providing teaching for young churchgoers.166  An advertisement of a young 

clergyman appearing in the Virginia Gazette: 

 

…proposes to teach Ladies & Gentlemen the French, Latin, Greek and 
English languages, Book-keeping by double entry, Algebra, 
Geometry, Measuring, Surveying, Mechanicks, Fortification, 
Gunnery, Navigation, and the use of the Globes and Maps, after a 
natural, easy and concise Method, without Burthen to the Memory.167  

 

English history did not appear to be sought after in teachers, but to be educated in 

Virginia was still judged by very English standards; education was classical and 

modelled on English syllabus.  This is very significant background material for 

chapter three of this thesis, which stresses the continuity of culture in Britain and 

America, and the importance of that shared culture to American national identity.  

It also had a powerful impact on Jefferson’s education. 

 

Jefferson was locally taught, and he imbibed the values that were inherent to 

his region. He had the advantage of being a part of the Virginian governing elite 

and receiving his education at the College of William and Mary, a considerable 

asset for developing a political theory that was both founded in and fundamentally 

opposed to the English feudal principles.  Yet Jefferson would take Anglo-Saxon 
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studies much further than any of his peers, educated in similar conditions. Later in 

this thesis it will be shown that Jefferson argued expressively for republicanism, 

drawing specifically on his understanding of early English history.  What in 

Jefferson’s education predisposed him to use English history, especially Anglo-

Saxon history, in this way? Was there something unusual in his schooling that 

inclined him to pursue the Anglo-Saxon language and culture further on his own at 

a time when even at Oxford Anglo-Saxon studies were in decline?  Where did 

Jefferson obtain the intellectual apparatus that would facilitate the redefinition of a 

British colony into an American nation on the legal framework of the Anglo-

Saxons?  Understanding the peculiarly conflicted introduction Jefferson received to 

the histories of America and England would offer significant insight into his 

complex political beliefs. 

 

Jefferson was not sent to school in England, like many of his generation his 

first exposure to education was private and local. It was provided in this instance, 

not by Jefferson’s father, but through the provisions of William Randolph’s will, of 

which Peter Jefferson was one of the executors, which directed that,  

 

Whereas I have appointed by my will that my Dear only Son Thomas 
Mann Randolph should have a private education given him at 
Tuckahoe, my will is that my Dear and loving friend Mr. Peter 
Jefferson do move down with his family to my Tuckahoe house and 
remain there till my son comes of age with whom my dear son and his 
sisters shall live.168   

 

Randolph stated emphatically in his will that under no circumstances was his son to 

be sent to England to be educated.169  Instead a tutor was to be hired, to provide 

teaching not only to young Thomas Randolph and Jefferson, but also to Judith and 

Mary Randolph who, Randolph stipulated, should be educated according to their 

‘quality and circumstances’.170 This start to Jefferson’s education cannot be 

                                                 
168 Goodland County Deed Book cited Ibid  p26 
169 Ibid  p28 
170 cited Ibid  and Schachner, Thomas Jefferson: A Biography  p17 

 66



described as a careless approach by any stretch, nor can it be regarded as a cheaper 

option that an English education.  It was a deliberate provision for the rearing of 

young American nobleman in America.   

 

The move of the entire family to his cousin’s estate must have had an impact 

on the young Jefferson.  It is worthy of comment that Peter Jefferson appears to 

have complied with Randolph’s request without any hesitation171.  Schachner 

observes that ‘it was no mere request; though all commentators have treated it as 

such and attributed Peter's compliance to a natural deference to the wishes of a dead 

friend.’172 Already, at this earliest stage of Jefferson’s education, there is an 

extraordinary diversion from the ‘normal’, although it is hard to speculate as to the 

impact on the very young Jefferson. 

 

Little is known about this period in Jefferson’s life; the name and 

qualifications of the teacher are unspecified.  A few deductions can be made on the 

basis of Jefferson’s writings to his grandchildren, some of the most interesting and 

informative on his early life.  Containing choice character fragments apparently 

designed to appeal to a youthful audience, these arguably reveal those aspects of 

Jefferson’s childhood and education that he was most anxious to see replicated in 

succeeding generations.173  Jefferson does not appear to have enjoyed this period of 

schooling. He told his grandchildren of a day when he hid behind an outbuilding, 

and recited the Lord's Prayer, seeking divine assistance to close the school.174 

Jefferson remembered his education under that first tutor as ‘The English School’.  

The characterization possibly stems from Jefferson’s recollection that this was 
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where he learned to read and write his own language – he remembered the next 

phase of his education as ‘the Latin school’.175  

 

Jefferson’s next teacher, William Douglas, was just such a young clergyman 

as that whose advertisement in the Gazette appears above.176 The classics were an 

overwhelming influence on Jefferson’s early education from this point on.  

Jefferson was unimpressed by the extent of his teacher’s learning, but nevertheless 

found the subject matter invaluable.   

 

My teacher Mr. Douglas a clergyman from Scotland was but a 
superficial Latinist, less instructed in Greek, but with the rudiments of 
these languages he taught me French…177

 

This criticism is in sharp contrast to the gratitude Jefferson expressed in a letter to 

Joseph Priestly for his early instruction in the classical languages: 

I thank on my knees, him who directed my early education, for having 
put into my possession this rich source of delight; and I would not 
exchange it for anything which I could then have acquired, & have not 
since acquired.178

 

The value of the classics clearly transcended the quality of their teaching. 

Superficial though Douglas’ language skills apparently were, they were sufficient 

to give Jefferson a basis from which he could acquire more. Born in Scotland, 

Douglas had come to the colony in 1748 or 1749 and had been a private tutor for 

the family of Colonel Monroe in Westmoreland County.  He returned to England 

for his ordination in 1750, returning with his wife and daughter to settle in 
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Goochland.179 He had a reputation as a man of learning, and accumulated an 

impressive collection of books across his lifetime – they were inventoried at £150 

in his estate.180   

Douglas’ Scottish background may have played a significant role in the 

formation of Jefferson’s philosophy regarding the separation of states.  It is 

unknown what views William Douglas might have held on the Act of Union, but as 

a Scottish minister of the early eighteenth century it is very unlikely that he was 

oblivious to the relatively recent Act, and he probably offered Jefferson his first 

exposure to the arising issues, still being discussed among the Scottish literati.  As 

Howe observed in 1989 ‘A large body of research conducted over a period of many 

years has demonstrated the enormous contribution that Scottish thought made to 

early America.’181  Howe’s particular interest is the American Constitution of 1787 

and the influence of the Scottish enlightenment on the attempt to frame the union of 

the states, but the several attempts to frame the Declaration of Independence in the 

light of Scottish political thought need to be contextualized with reference to 

Jefferson’s early exposure through this Scottish tutor who had left Scotland in the 

1730s.182  

 

A feature of the Scottish enlightenment was support of the Act of Union 

between Scotland and England, chiefly motivated by desire for economic 

development.  To provide this support ‘they had to minimize the significance of 

Scotland’s loss of self-government.’183  This was obviously at odds with the 

primary aim of the American revolutionaries, which was to promote anger at 

English interference in American government.  Undoubtedly the Scottish unionist 
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philosophies were useful when it came to uniting the States under a single 

constitution but not helpful to justify independence from Britain.   Jefferson’s 

attitude was that it was possible to maintain loyalty to the English monarch without 

accepting the authority of the English parliament.  This may have been informed by 

exposure to the joint monarchy of England and Scotland that preceded the Act of 

Union. 

 

Again the historian is frustrated at this point at the lack of detailed knowledge 

of this period of Jefferson’s education, which should undoubtedly be taken up at 

some future date and examined in more detail.  So many speculations can be made 

on such a brief outline.  Douglas was in England after the introduction of modern 

English history to Oxford university – might he perhaps have brought back with 

him the knowledge that such a study had become more fashionable?  Was it the 

influence of this Scotsman that led to Jefferson’s interest in Ossian and attracted his 

attention to the value of the pre-Norman occupants of Britain?  Could we be more 

fanciful and suggest that Douglas had shared stories of ancient British cultures with 

Jefferson, who like any thirteen year old boy might have had his imagination 

captured?  The only conclusion that can definitively be drawn from this period is 

that there is scope for the historian’s imagination, but no evidence to prove that 

Jefferson’s early education was any different from any other young, noble 

Virginian’s. 

 

Jefferson’s relationship with his parents offers a tantalising glimpse into the 

mindset of the boy.  Jefferson’s youth was significantly upset by the death of his 

father.  The loss of this role model and guardian forced upon the brilliant young 

student a strong sense of educational self-reliance. 

 

When I recollect that at fourteen years of age, the whole care and 
direction of myself was thrown on myself entirely, without a relation 
or friend qualified to advise or guide me, and recollect the various 
sorts of bad company with which I associated from time to time, I am 
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astonished I did not turn off with some of them and become as 
worthless to society as they were.184  

 

This passage forms a damning indictment on the executors of his father's estate, 

John Harvie, Peter Randolph, Thomas Turpin, John Nicholas, and Dr. Thomas 

Walker.185  Jefferson’s mother was also still alive when Jefferson wrote this.  As 

we know from his later relationships that he could have the utmost respect for 

women, it must be taken as a comment about his mother specifically rather than 

women generally that she was not fit to guide him.  Jefferson refers to her only four 

times in his entire collection of papers.  One was the early comment about her 

patrician background.  Another was an entry in his account book on the day of her 

death in 1776:  ‘My mother died about eight o'clock this morning.’ It was months 

before he notified her brother of her passing, then composing a letter in which he 

discussed Anglo-American business relations at length before matter-of-factly 

mentioning ‘the death of my mother’ one hundred days before. 

 

The significance of this sense of isolation that Jefferson experienced is that it 

left him unusually open to the influence of his later teachers; feeling the lack of a 

role model it is logical to assume that Jefferson might latch onto the men in whose 

scholarship he recognized qualities worthy of his respect.  In return, Jefferson’s 

teachers seem to have regarded him as an equal novelty, as can be seen from their 

treatment of him.  It is perhaps here that we see the greatest diversion from the 

education of his peers; the brilliant young student, newly fatherless, forming very 

unusual bonds with unusually educated men; Jefferson’s next teacher was one of 

the first generation of teachers to have attended school exclusively in America. 

 

After his father’s death Jefferson was sent by his guardians to another 

clergyman, the Reverend James Maury, whom Jefferson described as ‘a correct 

classical scholar…’186 Considered one of the most prominent clergymen of the 
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colony, the Reverend James Maury came from a very different background from 

Douglas, being descended from a Huguenot family who had left France after the 

revocation of the Edict of Nantes and settled in England.187  The Reverend’s branch 

of the family migrated to Virginia early in the eighteenth century and James Maury 

was born there in 1718.  Although he received Holy Orders in England he was 

educated entirely at William and Mary College in Virginia, and had spent less than 

six months in London at the time of his ordination (February – June 1742).  In June 

1742 he received the King’s Bounty for Virginia and in July he was appointed an 

usher of the grammar school at William and Mary College.188  In 1754 he was 

made rector of Fredericksville parish where he continued for 15 years, until his 

death on June 9, 1769.  

 

Maury had a family background of religious dissent and escape from 

persecution.  In 1763 he would make his own mark, as the protagonist of the 

celebrated ‘Parson's cause,’ or ‘Twopenny Act.’  The pay for parsons had been set 

by the General Assembly in 1748 at 16,000 pounds of tobacco a year. This Act had 

been given the royal approval and could not be repealed without the same consent. 

Ten years later the General Assembly passed another Act making the salaries 

payable in money at two pence per pound of tobacco. Governor Fauquier, whose 

sympathies were not with the clergy, approved the Act instead of vetoing it, as had 

been expected. There were years of grumbling and discontent in the various 

parishes, and several ministers sued. In 1763 Maury brought suit for damages in 
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Hanover County.189 This was an extraordinary man indeed to have had charge of 

Jefferson’s formative years. 

 

 Jefferson would write of his days in Maury’s care: ‘Reviewing the course of a 

long and sufficiently successful life, I find in no portion of it happier moments than 

these were.’190   In 1759 there was paid to the ‘Reverend James Maury for board 

and schooling of Thomas Jefferson £22.’191  During the same period Thomas 

received £3 for discretionary spending, and books costing a total of £5 3s 10d were 

imported for him.  The financial priority given to education and books would 

remain with Jefferson throughout his life, and the importation of key texts that he 

apparently learned under Maury’s care allowed him to pursue lines of enquiry over 

and above the information able to be imparted to him by his teachers.  

 Yet there was still no sign in Jefferson’s education of early English history, 

not even Whig narratives or progressivist texts.  To the Anglo-Saxon scholars that 

he would so assiduously collect later in life there had not yet been any introduction.   

 When the subject of college was raised, Jefferson’s emphasis was on the 

social advantages of attending William and Mary; in so far as he mentions 

academic subjects at all he is concerned only with the classics and mathematics. 

The first letter Jefferson wrote of which the text is known to us today concerns his 

college education.  In 1760 he wrote to John Harvie:192

Sir, I was at Colo. Peter Randolph's about a fortnight ago & my 
Schooling falling into Discourse, he said he thought it would be to my 
advantage to go to the college, & was desirous I should go, as indeed I 
am myself for several reasons. In the first place as long as I stay at the 
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Mountains the Loss of one fourth of my Time is inevitable, by 
company's coming here & detaining me from school. And likewise my 
Absence will in a great Measure put a stop to so much Company, & 
by that Means lessen the expenses of the Estate in House-Keeping. 
And on the other Hand by going to the College I shall get more 
universal Acquaintance, which may hereafter be serviceable to me; & 
I suppose I can pursue my Studies in the Greek & Latin as well there 
as here, & likewise learn something of the Mathematics. I shall be 
glad of your opinion.193

 

At this date Jefferson did not express any interest in the pursuit of English or 

Anglo-Saxon history.  Jefferson’s emphasis on his intention to continue his studies 

of Latin and Greek regardless of whatever form his education took is evident, 

although he seems less than certain of his ability to do so at William and Mary, the 

college to which he referred. 

 

There is no specific record beyond his own request of why Jefferson attended 

William and Mary rather than ‘returning’ to England to be schooled. It was not 

inevitable that Jefferson be educated in Virginia, in the 1760s it was still a common 

practice for young noblemen to be sent to England.  His fellow Declaration of 

Independence signatory, Thomas Nelson Jr, was educated at Cambridge, returning 

to America in 1761.  

 

We might surmise from the circumstances of Jefferson’s first education that 

there was a family aversion to American sons being educated abroad, although that 

same early period offers us evidence that William and Mary was not held in 

universal regard.  In the same will that specified that his son should not be educated 

in England William Randolph was explicit in his stipulation that his son was not to 

be sent to William and Mary College.194  His reasons were not given. 

 

At William and Mary Jefferson did, apparently, have the option of studying 

other forms of history than the pure classics.  Jefferson did not comment on this 
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introduction to history, but his year-mate John Page described his days in 

Williamsburg as follows: 

  

I had the benefit of a Philosophical Education at College, with Mr. 
Jefferson, Mr. Walker, Dabney Carr and others, under the illustrious 
Professor of Mathematics, Wm. Small, Esqe, afterwards well known 
as the great Dr. Small, of Birmingham, the darling friend of Darwin, 
History and particularly Military and Naval history, attracted my 
attention. . . .195  

 

Under the broad subject of ‘Philosophy’ were apparently the options of Military, 

Naval, and ‘other’ history.  This is hardly a forceful emphasis placed on history as 

subject matter for young gentlemen, but it was available to them.   That it was 

apparently taught by a professor of Mathematics offers a significant piece of 

evidence that Jefferson and his fellow students had an exceptional exposure to 

history – clearly it was not important enough to those devising the curriculum to 

engage a specialist in this area. It appears to have been the personal pursuit of 

William Small, and therefore confined only to his students. 

 

It was during his legal education that Jefferson was first introduced to the 

principles of the Whig histories. To his friend John Page he wrote on December 25, 

1762, of Edward Coke, author of the standard text on property and tenure: ‘I do 

wish the Devil had old Cooke, for I am sure I never was so tired of an old dull 

scoundrel in my life.’196  In Coke we know for certain that Jefferson was exposed 

to theories of the Anglo-Saxon origins of the common law.  During this period 

Jefferson was also encouraged to read Lord Kames’ Historical Law Tracts, Sir John 

Dalrymple’s Feudal Property, Henry Care’s English Liberties, Obadiah Hulme’s 

Historical Essay on the English Constitution, and the martyred Algernon Sidney’s 

Discourses on Government, which Jefferson thought ‘the best elementary textbook 

on the principles of government,’ and the History of England by the Huguenot Paul 

                                                 
195 The Virginia Historical Register and Literary Notebook, vol. 3 (Richmond, 
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196 Jefferson to John Page, (December 25, 1762) in Lipscomb and Bergh, 
eds., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson  IV, pp3-4  
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de Rapin-Thoyras.197  Colbourn’s discussion of the whig historians of Jefferson’s 

youth is comprehensive, and details the many sources in which Jefferson 

encountered whig views in his legal education.198  Here at last is some evidence of 

the Gothic material available to Jefferson, but it is manifested entirely in secondary 

source material, preoccupied with legal framework.  These texts were consistent in 

their accounts:  

 

There were variations of emphasis and implication from writer to 
writer and from moment to moment; but in general it remained 
common ground that law and parliament, having originated in a way 
usually not specified, could be discovered early in Saxon times and 
had survived the Conquest, and that certain principles of liberty, 
deriving from the Saxon forefathers, had animated the English in their 
resistance to absolute monarchy alike in the thirteenth century and in 
the seventeenth.199

 

This was a very similar education to that which was imbibed by many of 

Jefferson’s peers, without sending them in pursuit of Anglo-Saxon history. Adams, 

whose college education had lasted more than twice as long as Jefferson’s, and who 

also studied law, showed no particular predisposition to Anglo-Saxonism.200   

 

Jefferson did not record the reasons for his decision to study and practice law.  

It was neither financially nor politically necessary for his to do so as ‘planters, not 

lawyers dominated the political scene in eighteenth century Virginia.’201 A few 

Virginia gentlemen like John Marshall made a career of their legal profession, but 

Thomas Jefferson was not one of them.  His plantation was sufficient to assure him 
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respectful consideration. 202  It is possible of course that William Small guided him 

to the study of the law as a means to pursuing history, but this is entirely 

speculative.  Colbourn suggests, 

 

It is feasible to suggest that law was probably the natural complement 
in Jefferson’s eyes to being a planter, for so complicated had the legal 
lot of the Virginia landholder become in the eighteenth century, that 
law was practically a working tool of the planter class.203

 

After leaving college Jefferson spent five years in legal apprenticeship with George 

Wythe, at a time when almost no one studied law for more than two.204 It seems 

likely there was something more to his study than picking up the skills necessary to 

run a plantation.   

 

From the Bursar’s books we know that Jefferson remained at William and 

Mary until April 25, 1762.205  His college education would last less than two years 

in total.  Yet those years were to influence the rest of his life, not least in the people 

he met there.  In writing to his grandson many years later Jefferson observes: 

 

I had the good fortune to become acquainted very early with some 
characters of high standing, and to feel the incessant wish that I could 
ever become what they were. Under temptations and difficulties, I 
would ask myself what would Dr. Small, Mr. Wythe, Peyton 
Randolph do in this situation? What course in it will assure me their 
approbation? I am certain that this mode of deciding on my conduct, 
tended more to correctness than any reasoning power I possessed.206

 

                                                 
202 Colbourn, "The Saxon Heritage: Thomas Jefferson Looks at English History"  
pp49-50 
203Ibid p50 
204 Patrick Henry studied ‘not more than six weeks,’ or so at least he told Jefferson, 
and Wythe for one was so convinced of the inadequacy of Henry's training he 
refused to sign his license. 
205 Ford, ed., Writings of Thomas Jefferson  353 
206 Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Jefferson Randolph, (Washington, November 24, 
1808), Library of Congress, The Thomas Jefferson Papers, Series 1, General 
Correspondence, 1651-1827  

 77

http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=12072054


The Bursar’s books allow us to identify the students who were Jefferson’s year-

mates at college – less than a hundred students.207  With very few exceptions they 

were men who would achieve high office in Virginia or the new United States, men 

like John Page (governor of Virginia 1802-1805).  Yet Jefferson was unusual even 

amongst them.  John Page also wrote of his days in Williamsburg: 

I never thought, however, that I had made any great proficiency in any 
study, for I was too sociable, and fond of the conversation of my 
friends, to study as Mr. Jefferson did, who could tear himself away 
from his dearest friends, and fly to his studies.208

 

From this passage, and from the length of time Jefferson went on to apprentice in 

law, it seems that by far the greatest difference between Jefferson and his peers was 

his dedication to study. 

 

Through the varied backgrounds of his parents, his Scottish teacher, his 

Huguenot lecturer and the political circle that they frequented, Jefferson was 

potentially exposed to almost every major enlightenment movement of the 

preceding century, including whig progressivism, as a second hand witness to the 

extent and limitations of royal authority.  This may explain the revolutionary 

mindset of his generation, but does little to explain the passion for Anglo-Saxon 

and early English history in the analysis of nationality that Jefferson exercised.   

Furthermore, Jefferson’s experiences were not so exceptional that they could not 

have been shared by a number of his peers.  

 

Jefferson’s education was, for the most part, a typical Virginian with no 

special exposure to Anglo-Saxon and no obvious font of English history from 

which to drink beyond the narrative historians. The principle difference between 

Jefferson and his political peers was the insatiable curiosity and willingness to self 

educate that freed him from the boundaries of his teachers’ knowledge.  The tools 
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for the path Jefferson took were evidenced in the background of education in his 

state, but he apparently discovered them for himself reading between the lines of 

his legal history books and seeking the source of the ideas they expressed. 

 

This discussion of educational trends has consciously left out the other 

colonies outside Virginia and Massachusetts.  Superficially similar trends to those 

observed in these two colonies have been noted throughout America, although there 

were also notable differences, most obviously in the ‘Dutch American’ colonies.  

Church-sponsored schools were organized in many of the colonies during the 

seventeenth century. In 1638, a school supported by the Dutch West India 

Company and affiliated with the Dutch Reformed Church was opened in New 

Amsterdam and in 1689 the Friends Public School was founded by the Quakers in 

Philadelphia. Schools such as these enrolled students from a variety of backgrounds 

and provided a free elementary education to poor children, thereby serving an 

important public function. Beginning in the eighteenth century private tutors and 

pay-per-lesson teachers also offered instruction in such subjects as Latin, French, 

arithmetic, dancing, and drawing. Schooling beyond the elementary level was 

available first in grammar schools and, increasingly after 1700, in private 

academies. The first incorporated academy was probably one planned by Benjamin 

Franklin and chartered in Philadelphia in 1753. In 1749 Franklin published his 

Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania.  He recommended 

‘that some Persons of Leisure and publick Spirit, apply for a Charter…with power 

to erect an Academy.’209   Academicians were to be taught history: 

 

if HISTORY be made a constant Part of their Reading, such as the 
Translations of the Greek and Roman Historians. and the modern 
Histories of ansient [sic] Greece and Rome, &c. may not almost all 

                                                 
209 Benjamin Franklin, Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in 
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Kinds of useful Knowledge be that Way introduc'd to Advantage, and 
with Pleasure to the Student?210

 

Franklin emphasized Greek and Roman history, and did not mention modern or 

English history. This academy was to groom public officials, and be financed by 

donations and tuition. He did not believe that the academy could promote social 

mobility; when the endowment was sufficient ‘poor Children shall be admitted and 

taught gratis, what shall be thought suitable for their Capacities and 

Circumstances.’  Many of these he thought would become ‘qualified to act as 

Schoolmasters in the Country, to teach Children Reading, Writing, Arithmetick, 

and the Grammar of their Mother Tongue.’211

 

A wholly separate problem was meanwhile evolving in New York, where for 

the first time in her long history England would deliberately capture the distant 

colonial settlement of a rival European nation with the explicit intention of 

integrating it into her empire.212  New York was a thriving market town.  As well as 

Dutchmen it catered to large groups of English, Swedes, Walloons (French 

speaking Belgians), French, Finns, Portuguese and Africans, and was sufficiently 

multilingual for one cleric to complain about the ‘confusion of tongues’ and 

‘arrogance of Babel.’213   Cremin argues that the colony’s ensuing freedom of 

language, religion and education was heavily influential for later colonial 

expansion, particularly over William Penn, a close friend of the Duke of York, who 

was presiding over the inculcation of New York.214  Some academies were small 

and local; others drew students from a wide area and taught a broad curriculum, 

which could include Latin, Greek, arithmetic, English, the modern languages, 
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algebra, history, and the practical arts of navigation, agriculture, surveying, and 

pedagogy. Some academies were coeducational; others served only one sex. 

Although a few public high schools were opened before the Civil War, private 

academies were the predominant mode of post-elementary education for both sexes. 

 

Although excluded from political consideration, women, non-European 

migrants and Native Americans were included in educational theories, although 

there was dissent as to the extent of their involvement.215 In the case of Native 

Americans there was active encouragement for them to attend college, an attempt to 

produce Native American missionaries, although as Brown observes this was more 

for the salvation of the New Englanders’ souls than those of the Native 

Americans.216  As they continued to be excluded from political life, their inclusion 

to this extent in educational programs indicates that education was not to be relied 

upon as a means of social or political advancement at this level. The scope of this 

thesis, primarily concerned with Jefferson’s scholarship and its interplay with 

American nation-building, prohibits detailed exploration of these groups. 

 

Several conclusions can be drawn from this educational background that have 

important implications for the remainder of this thesis. Jefferson was heavily 

dependent on English source material in his study of Anglo-Saxon history.  It is 

important to study this material in depth and not be confined to the narrow selection 

of narrative histories of Britain defined by the expression ‘whig histories’.  

Although these texts were Jefferson’s first introduction to Anglo-Saxon studies, 

Jefferson’s interpretation and use of Anglo-Saxon history would transcend that to 
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which he was exposed in his legal text books, as will be seen in subsequent 

chapters of this thesis.  The expression ‘whig history’ does not seem to be a useful 

term to use in conjunction with Jefferson, or a helpful means of explaining his 

interest in the early English period. The Anglo-Saxon specialists at Queens College, 

Oxford, were patently not Whigs. 

 

It is evident that there is a continuation of history and culture from Britain to 

America with the colonists, and that Virginians in particular were self-consciously 

replicating British education.  In England and Virginia education maintained a 

class-structural framework, but within this there was limited scope for social 

mobility on the basis of education.  Of these two, Virginia seems to have 

emphasized the separation of secular and religious education first, liberating to 

some extent the functionality of the classics and Philosophy.  By contrast, 

Massachusetts seems to have used publicly available education to maintain a more 

equal society, within the confines of male, English, Protestants, but maintained a 

stronger religious discipline. 

 

These two states were peopled from diverse classes and regions in England, 

with different starting levels of literacy and different tools to maintain it. The 

states’ understanding of English history was crucially affected by this early 

disparity. Virginia in the seventeenth century received an influx of high-class men, 

with monarchical loyalties, men who were highly educated and ‘accomplished’ as 

well as being fighters, and anxious to emulate the English upper classes, including 

the continuance of values believed to be held by the English aristocracy. 

Massachusetts received mostly literate middle class families, with Parliamentarian 

leanings and family orientation, and consequently the initial education pattern was 

a distillation of that class of English society’s beliefs and techniques. 

 

To some extent Jefferson’s attitude to English history can be explained by the 

environment in which he was raised. As education was very different in Virginia 

than in the Northern Colonies so we find very different perceptions of England 
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developing in that region.  The legacy of the English gentleman’s education gave 

the Virginian planter aristocracy the desire to emulate the glory of their English 

peers even as they sought to break away from their control.  With Whig narratives 

describing the origins of the common law in Anglo-Saxon times it might have 

seemed a logical step to Jefferson to  consider this era of English history in more 

detail.  With the example before him of the aristocracy establishing their status by 

their family’s longevity the sheer age of the Anglo-Saxon precedent for America 

might have been a powerful attractor.  

 

Yet it is one thing to find in Jefferson’s education the origin of his exposure 

to Anglo-Saxon history, quite another to find there an explanation for the depth of 

his interest or the revolutionary use he made of it. Although Jefferson’s education 

predisposed him to a pursuit of primary source material and prepared him for 

further study alone, independent of any teacher, there was nonetheless no 

encouragement at all into primary Anglo-Saxon studies. Jefferson was educated 

during a period where even at Oxford scholars were bemoaning the absence of 

Anglo-Saxon studies.  In England, Virginia and Massachusetts the emphasis of 

higher education was on Greek, Latin and Mathematics.  All the other subjects, 

particularly non-classical history, were considered as subsections of Philosophy or 

adjuncts to professional study.  Thus the only exposure that Jefferson received to 

Anglo-Saxon studies was in the context of his legal studies. The detailed books that 

appear in his library and must have informed his complex later use of the Anglo-

Saxon past were apparently not offered to him in his youth. 

 

His fellow students, exposed to the same history as he, failed to draw the 

same conclusions from it or follow it back to the primary sources.  Jefferson’s 

education was broadly typical of his Virginian peers, and the only atypical features 

of it were not uncommon enough to ascribe his Anglo-Saxonism to these sources.  

Ultimately Jefferson’s unusual attitude to early English history appears to be the 

product of an exceptionally keen intellect and extraordinary degree of academic 
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discipline exposed to theories of English common law history that cited Anglo-

Saxon sources for Jefferson to trace. 

 

 

 

 

 84



All that is necessary for a student is access to a library, and directions 
in what order the books are to be read.217

 

 

 

 

 

 

READING JEFFERSON’S LIBRARY 

 

Although Jefferson was exposed to Anglo-Saxon history and law through his legal 

education, he pursued it well beyond the limitations of his teachers.  Thomas 

Jefferson was largely self-educated in Anglo-Saxon history and language and that 

gives his source material a tremendous significance for anyone studying Jefferson’s 

unusual hobby.  For Jefferson to rank amongst the Anglo-Saxon specialists rather 

than the general ‘whig historians’ we would expect him to have consulted the 

available primary source material as well as a broad base of specialist secondary 

sources. This chapter deals with Jefferson’s collections of books, material that can 

cast a different light on Jefferson’s historical philosophy. At the heart of this 

examination is Jefferson’s Great Library, as the other sources available to us refer 

to the books located within it. Jefferson was a bibliophile of the first order, and over 

his lifetime collected a staggering number of books.  Yet in spite of their number 

these books were chosen with such care that their very presence in Jefferson’s 

library speaks for the value he placed on them.  The words of Adrienne Koch 

cannot be bettered: ‘Since his library was the product of extraordinary devotion 

and, as he said, 'handpicked,' it is a valuable index to his intellectual 

attachments.’218  
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This chapter addresses several related questions. What does Jefferson’s 

library tell us about the importance of Anglo-Saxon history and language to both 

statesman and scholar and what boundaries did he place on this period of early 

English history?  What importance did he attach to primary source matter?   How 

much of the existing Anglo-Saxon scholarship was Jefferson actually exposed to?  

How carefully did he choose his secondary source material and what did he 

consider important in a secondary text? This study will demonstrate the depth and 

breadth of Jefferson’s knowledge base with the intention of showing that Jefferson 

was an expert Anglo-Saxon scholar and regarded that scholarship as a useful 

political tool in the formation of the American republic. 

 

Thomas Jefferson is associated with four major collections of books in his 

lifetime.  The first is that which he inherited from his father, and contributed to 

significantly before its destruction by fire in 1770.  The second, known as the Great 

Library, was sold to Congress in 1815.  The third was collected between 1815 and 

Jefferson’s death in 1826 and will be referred to here as the Retirement Library.  

The fourth was the library of the University of Virginia, assembled according to 

Jefferson’s advice and supervision.219  The prevalence of history books in these 

catalogues has long been regarded as an established fact.220  A detailed examination 

of those history books reveals a number of intriguing details about Jefferson the 

scholar.  Jefferson saw Britain and America as modern nations from their inception, 

distinct entities from one another but with a unique and binding relationship 

through their shared histories. He was interested in different aspects of their 

historical records; in particular he separated the history of language from that of 

law and philosophy.  Yet we know from his other writing that he considered these 

to be mutually necessary subjects, separate in study but combined in practice.  Take 

for example his advice to Bernard Moore: ‘Before you enter on the study of the law 

a sufficient groundwork must be laid. For this purpose an acquaintance with the 

                                                 
219 Peden also identifies a small collection of books at Jefferson’s Poplar Forest 
Estate near Lynchburg. Peden, "Thomas Jefferson: Book Collector," p93 
220 See especially Ibid , discussed in detail below. 
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Latin and French languages is absolutely necessary.’ 221 Or as Jefferson told his 

young cousin ‘as other branches of science, and especially history, are necessary to 

form a lawyer, these must be carried on together.’222  

 

There are extensive collections of classical history books in each of 

Jefferson’s libraries; Jefferson’s biographers have repeatedly commented on this, 

concluding that Jefferson was primarily a classical scholar.  However, Jefferson’s 

undeniable interest in the classics should not be allowed to mask his interest in 

early English history.  Jefferson’s collections of modern history books contain a 

significant proportion of texts that deal with the period of English history that is 

framed on either side by the Roman occupation and the Norman invasion.  His 

language books contained a detailed history of the development of Old English 

from its early Germanic origins through the late Anglo-Saxon period, in which 

Jefferson was an expert by the standards of his day.  In addition he had copies of 

King Alfred’s laws amongst his law books, and a copy of Bede among his religious 

books.  So it can be truly said that Jefferson regarded the Saxon origins of the 

English nation to have permeated the development of many aspects of its culture.   

 

Anglo-Saxon books were not as readily available as the classics to an 

American statesman, and Jefferson expended considerable time and money to 

obtain those that he had, sometimes waiting years before finding the edition that he 

wanted.  This was not common in Jefferson’s America.  Many statesmen were 

interested in, influenced by, and possessed of classical history; John Adams held a 

particularly fine collection of classical works that he quoted extensively in his 

writings.223  Alexander Hamilton, James Madison and John Jay famously 
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publicized their fondness for classical imagery when they published under classical 

pseudonyms.224  The same cannot be said of that early period of British history that 

appears to have fascinated Jefferson.  There were certainly Whig historians still 

active in Britain, still enjoying the success of the employment of Anglo-Saxon 

common law origins in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, but Jefferson was 

something more than a simple Whig.225  He was fascinated by the primary sources.  

In an era when Latin and Greek were commonly held to be important 

accomplishments for a gentleman Jefferson was almost alone in his addition of 

Anglo-Saxon to this requirement. 

 

It is important to date the development of Jefferson’s ideas, thus avoiding the 

danger of taking a book that Jefferson read in 1805 and using it to explain his 

actions of 1775.  Jefferson’s approach to history changed markedly over time.  He 

began his interest in Saxon history using the language to interpret English common 

law, and ending in using pre-Norman English history to build America’s future.   

So as each source is considered for its content, so too must it be pasted into a 

timeline of Jefferson’s life and career.   This means trying to pinpoint the date of 

purchase of his texts as they relate to his political ideas, to whatever extent is 

possible.  The easiest way to broadly date his texts is by his library catalogues, 

although even these are somewhat problematic.  In the case of the Great Library we 

can break this catalogue down into two parts as he recorded a copy of this catalogue 

in 1783, marking which texts he had and which he had still to acquire, although as 

discussed on the following page, even this dating is a little dubious.  In the thirteen 

years between 1770 and 1783 he may have amassed as much as a remarkable 2640 

volumes, an average of 2.4 per day. This was a particularly fine achievement when 

one considers the disruption of the revolution. In 1809 Jefferson retired to 
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Monticello, happily anticipating his library there.  ‘I am retired to Monticello, 

where, in the bosom of my family, and surrounded by my books, I enjoy a repose to 

which I have been long a stranger.’226 By 1815 he had a collection of 6,700 

texts.227  This was the library which he sold to Congress, and by this act it is also 

the library about which we know the most – the Congressional debates and 

correspondence surrounding the sale, as well as the paperwork pertaining to the 

sale, provide plentiful, albeit incomplete evidence about the content of the library.  

Jefferson continued collecting until his death in 1826 and amassed another two 

thousand books himself as well as recommending a list for the new University of 

Virginia library. Eventually, as he wrote his friend James Madison, he listed 6,860 

volumes, which he estimated would cost around $24,000, as a core collection for 

the University of Virginia.228

 

The primary source material available for study of these collections is often 

problematic.  Considering the libraries chronologically one first discovers that no 

record exists at all of the contents of Jefferson’s first library. Thomas Jefferson 

inherited the core of his first library from his father, some 40 volumes.  This 

collection, kept at his family home, had grown to more than 350 volumes before 

being completely destroyed by fire on 1 February 1770.   We can but speculate on 

its contents.  The next library Jefferson collected is much better documented.  As 

well as having access to several versions of the library at the time it was sold to 

Congress, which will be considered in a moment, there is an earlier catalogue of 

that library.  The Massachusetts Historical Society is in possession of a catalogue of 

Jefferson’s personal library which contains the following note in Jefferson’s hand: 

‘√ This mark denotes the books I have.  Those unmarked I mean to procure.’  This 

catalogue is referred to as the 1783 catalogue, as another of Jefferson’s notes reads 
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‘1783. Mar. 6. 2640 vol.’229 but Jefferson appears to have continued adding to this 

catalogue in the nineteenth century so the title ‘the 1783 catalogue’ should not be 

allowed to mislead.230

 

The 1783 catalogue undoubtedly formed the basis for the Great Library, the 

library that Jefferson would ultimately sell to Congress. Two modern editions of 

this catalogue are available today.  Millicent E Sowerby’s compilation of 

Jefferson’s library began as a simple listing of books but grew into an extraordinary 

collection of bibliographical descriptions, with annotations giving the 

circumstances of acquisition and occasional comments on the texts by Jefferson 

himself, culled from his correspondence with painstaking detail. Without 

diminishing the importance of Millicent Sowerby’s mammoth efforts, modern 

studies of Jefferson’s library are extraordinarily aided by the detailed work of 

Gilreath and Wilson, working through a copy of Jefferson’s catalogue unearthed for 

the first time in 1981. The emphasis that Jefferson placed on the order in which he 

had placed his books should be reflected in any study of his library’s contents.  This 

version purports to have recreated the original order of Jefferson’s catalogue and is 

thus an invaluable contribution to understanding Jefferson’s scholarship.  It is most 

valuable when used in conjunction with Sowerby, however, as it does not contain 

the detailed background material she collected about many of the texts. 

 

Before his death Jefferson prepared a final catalogue of his books, published 

after his death by Gales and Seaton.231  Items are numbered 1 to 931, but a 

classification key is included.  The final library that is considered in this chapter is 

that of the University of Virginia, heavily influenced by Jefferson.  In 1828 (two 

years after Jefferson’s death) a copy of the catalogue of the Library of Virginia was 

printed that differs dramatically from the catalogues of Jefferson’s other 
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libraries.232  This catalogue contains a section entitled ‘Modern Philology and 

Literature’ which includes a section specifically titled ‘Anglo-Saxon’.  There is a 

separate section for the Ancient Languages.   This catalogue obviously does not 

offer insight into Jefferson’s ordering of his collection, since there is no evidence 

that Jefferson had any input into this layout, but the content is still a valuable guide.  

It offers us a different perspective in that it is the material that Jefferson perceived 

as important to the next generation of Americans.  It is also invaluable for the 

additional bibliographic information it contains about each text.   

 

In addition to these catalogues we have primary source material in the form 

of recommendations from Jefferson to his friends and relatives as to which books 

they should busy themselves with.  These can offer valuable insight into his 

enthusiasm or lack of it for certain texts and the reasons for his preferences.  

Sometimes they can help us date a text for which the specific origin is unlisted in 

Jefferson’s catalogues.233  The Anglo-Saxon Essay, discussed in detail in chapter 

four of this thesis, also contains a number of references to books that Jefferson 

favored.234  

 

If the primary source material is problematic, that is more than compensated 

for by the excellent secondary scholarship available.  At the head of this work sits 

the additional material collected by Millicent Sowerby, already discussed above.  

Other scholars have made monumental contributions to our understanding of this 

field.  Still one of the most comprehensive and enlightened studies of Thomas 

Jefferson’s bibliophilic life is that of William H Peden in 1942.235  Peden is 

interested primarily in Jefferson’s collections of Americana and Philology, arguing 
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that these are the areas in which Jefferson was truly a trailblazer.236  ‘In his interest 

in history, religion, law, and the like, [Jefferson] was following, although on a 

much grander scale, the pattern of the average eighteenth century Virginia 

gentleman of substance and position.’237  Broadly speaking this is correct, but the 

detail of the pattern was very different from the average Virginia gentleman, as will 

be demonstrated below.  The scholarship with which Peden has identified how, 

when and where Jefferson purchased his books is phenomenal and invaluable to the 

student of Jefferson’s library, but his exclusion of Anglo-Saxon history from his 

study of Jefferson’s personal library is all the more intriguing for his interest in 

Jefferson’s attempt to introduce this discipline into the University of Virginia. 

 

The best and most complete overview of the purchase of Jefferson’s library 

by Congress is still Johnston’s History of the Library of Congress.238 C.B. Sanford 

attempts to survey Jefferson’s interests and place them in a comparative context 

with the libraries of his peers.239  Unfortunately he pays little attention to how 

Jefferson acquired his books, in spite of acknowledging that Jefferson was often 

given presentation copies of religious texts, nor does Sanford take into account the 

availability of books or the effort Jefferson made to acquire particular texts.  His 

assessment of Jefferson’s interest on the basis of how many books he collected in 

each subject therefore seems a little arbitrary.240  

 

Many histories of Jefferson’s library have the same flaw – they try to do too 

much and fail to accomplish anything in detail.  Ironically, many books about 

Jefferson make the opposite mistake – they read Jefferson’s library within a 

particular framework of interest and with a particular function in mind.  Thus 

Howell, for example, examines Jefferson’s literary habits with the intention of 
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demonstrating that the Declaration fit into a particular eighteenth century pattern of 

rhetoric and succeeds admirably in fulfilling that function.241 However, his work is 

very specific and offers little in the way of insight into other facets of Jefferson’s 

academia.  It is hard to see any happy medium between these two incomplete takes 

on readings of Jefferson’s library.  Perhaps scholars should instead focus on reading 

a broad range of general source material about libraries, scholarship and Jefferson, 

while also attempting to gather as many of the specialised texts as possible.  As yet 

no specialized text has attempted to analyse the early British history in Jefferson’s 

library as a unique body of works, independent of the British Whig texts of the 

seventeenth century.  This gap is what this chapter seeks to fill.  Frantzen comes the 

closest to a study of Jefferson’s library with a specifically Anglo-Saxon influence 

in mind, but Frantzen’s extended work, Desire for Origins, predates Gilreath and 

Wilson’s edition of Jefferson’s Catalogue and was consequently handicapped by 

Sowerby’s grouping of subjects.242  

 

One of the mistakes made by students of Jefferson’s historical interest is in 

the reckoning of texts pertaining to history that he acquired in his lifetime.  The 

reason for this is the unusual approach to cataloguing that Jefferson developed.  In 

studying the content of Jefferson’s libraries, we can learn much from Jefferson’s 

careful ordering of his books. The very first division in Jefferson’s catalogues is 

History.  It would appear that previous students of Jefferson’s historical taste have 

taken him literally and assumed that all of his history books would appear within 

this section.  They have therefore limited their discussions of Jefferson’s history 

books to those listed there. 

 

But Jefferson did not cross-reference his sources.  Each book appears only 

once in his catalogue and was apparently placed in the section to which Jefferson 
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considered it most relevant.  Thus, those of his books that related to the linguistic 

history of a period were found in the languages section.  They are nonetheless 

considered history books for the purposes of this study, as they are books relating to 

the study of pre-Norman England.  

 

Jefferson himself offered the precedent for considering language as a crucial 

part of political structure, either present or historical, especially in cases where 

there is a shortage of written evidence.  By way of example, Jefferson was 

outspoken in his belief that the key to the history of the Native Americans was in 

their language.  ‘I am persuaded that the only method of investigating the filiation 

of the Indian nations is by that of their languages.’243 To this end Jefferson made an 

exquisite study of Native American languages.244  By corollary we might read into 

Jefferson’s fascination with the English language an attempt to better understand 

English history and the modern English people.  His sections for law and 

Ecclesiastical history similarly contained books that will be considered under this 

study as they directly relate to the influence that history exerted over Jefferson.  

 

Previous studies have not taken this approach.  Peden offers the following 

statistics for the three great libraries of Thomas Jefferson.  Of the Congress library 

he states that 500 of 3,200 are in the field of ancient or modern history.  Of the 

Retirement Library he states that 166 of the 931 books were of ancient or modern 

history.  Of the books Jefferson recommended for the Library of Virginia 

University Peden is less specific although he identifies approximately 300 as books 

of modern history alone.245  These statistics do not make sense unless they are 

based exclusively on books placed directly under the title of history.  They exclude 

books which clearly describe an historical era but which Jefferson considered more 

usefully placed under the title of ‘Law’ or ‘Language’. 
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This chapter will focus mainly on Jefferson’s Great Library.  The library that 

Jefferson sold to Congress serves admirably as an entry point to a study of 

Jefferson’s reading material, because of the extent of the existing documentation 

and also because it spans the period of his life in which he was most politically 

active and arguably most influential.  Having started with this collection of books, a 

comparison to both the earlier and later libraries, as well as his various 

recommended reading lists, can be very informative as to the value that he placed 

on the individual texts contained within those collections.   

 

When the British destroyed the congressional library in Washington in 1814 

Jefferson volunteered his own collection to replace it.  It seems to have been more 

important to Jefferson that the collection remain intact than that he receive a good 

price; he frankly admitted that he would accept whatever compensation he was 

voted with the only term he insisted on being that his library be kept intact. 

Jefferson’s library was appraised at $24,000, a fraction of what it cost him to 

accumulate.  Milligan, who was entrusted with estimating the library’s worth, 

simply took the catalogue and, allowing $10 for a folio, $6 for a quarto, $3 for an 

octavo, and $1 for a duodecimo, added up the total.  Had the library been appraised 

volume by volume, whether on original cost or replacement value, the figure must 

have been much higher. William Thornton, for one, thought Congress paid less than 

half the true value. But Jefferson seemed satisfied, and in December, over renewed 

opposition, Congress appropriated $23,950 for the acquisition.246  

 

The Great Library is the library for which we have the most complete 

evidence about Jefferson’s ordering. It is important to notice that Jefferson had 

ordered his books in greater detail than just the chapter headings.  He repeatedly 

stressed the importance of the order of the listed books in his recommended 

readings to his friends and relations.  ‘Under each of the preceding heads, the books 
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are to be read in the order in which they are named,’ he told Bernard Moore.247  

Jefferson’s Great Library was arranged with unusual care; he catalogued it for 

Congress himself arranged into subject categories that were in turn arranged into an 

overall classification scheme that was adapted from the second book of Francis 

Bacon's The Advancement of Learning.248 The importance of this arrangement to 

Jefferson becomes clear when we read his criticism of the first printed catalogue of 

the library.249  The changes made to it in other men’s hands clearly aroused 

Jefferson’s displeasure:  

 

The form of the catalogue has been much injured in the publication: for, 
although they have preserved my divisions into chapters, they have reduced 
the books in each chapter to alphabetical order, instead of the chronological 
or analytical arrangements I had given them.250  
 

Jefferson’s scheme may have been based on that of Francis Bacon but he 

made several key changes to that of his predecessor.  In the schemes referred to in 

this passage, knowledge was to be divided as follows: 

 

 

1. Memory 
a. Natural (technology and both animate and inanimate things) 
b. Civil 
c. Ecclesiastical 
d. Literary 
2. Reason 
a. Divine 
b. Natural 
c. Civil 
3. Imagination 
a. Narrative 
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b. Representative (drama) 
c. Parabolical (allegory) 

 

 

The changes to this pattern made by Jefferson are telling.  Considering the 

following alterations in this extremely abridged version of Jefferson’s catalogue we 

find several insights into Jefferson’s perception of the world: 

 

1. Memory 
a. Natural 
b. Civil 
i. Ecclesiastical 
c. Literary 
2. Philosophy 
a. Moral 
b. Natural 
3. Fine Arts. 
a. Literature 
b. Gardening 
c. Painting 
d. Architecture 
e. Music251 

 

 

The most striking change is that religious dogma has been relegated to a back 

seat.  ‘Ecclesiastical’ no longer holds its own amongst the subdivisions of Memory, 

but has been relegated to a sub-classification of ‘Civil’.  Jefferson saw religion as a 

valuable adjunct to morality; his library catalogue assigned religion to a sub-

division of a sub-division under moral philosophy. Whether one acted on right 

principles considered as the rule of God or considered as the rule of nature made 

little difference in this scheme.252  Hence Divine and Civil Reason have combined 

to become Moral Philosophy. 
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In this scheme Imagination becomes Fine Art and within it the categories 

become practical rather than theoretical concepts.  The rather obscure Narrative, 

Representative and Parabolical give way to an explicit description of those art 

forms that Jefferson most valued.  The eminently practical Gardening and 

Architecture give Fine Art credibility.  To Jefferson Music, Painting and Literature 

were equally practical pursuits as the building and maintenance of property.   

 

Watterston retained the handwritten catalogue that Jefferson had sent to 

Congress, claiming it as his personal property when he was dismissed from the post 

of Librarian of Congress in 1829. Scholars have never located it.  Fortunately a 

document was discovered in the early 20th century that was intended by Jefferson to 

reconstruct the original catalogue order that had been obliterated in Watterston's 

printed congressional catalogue of 1815.253 From this Catalogue it is possible to 

gain a more detailed insight into the way Jefferson approached different aspects of 

the historical record.   We see that Jefferson proceeded to add a further dimension 

to Bacon's scheme by creating forty-four chapters that identified specific subjects. 

Some dealt with subjects that were unknown in Bacon's time, such as chemistry, 

and therefore their addition is only reasonable.  But in other instances Jefferson’s 

chapter development is strangely telling.  The further into the details of this system 

we delve the more is revealed about the way Jefferson approached the study of 

history (and indeed the other disciplines he both studied and applied to his life’s 

work – the formation of a new system of government). 

 

It is no surprise to find categories such as Modern British History under the 

broad division of Memory, but such unexpected subjects as Agriculture, Surgery, 

and Natural Philosophy also appear there. The second broad category, Philosophy, 

combines subjects such as Mechanics, the Law of Nature and Nations, Politics, 

Phonics, and Arithmetic. In Jefferson’s catalogue History was composed of all 

known facts about the physical universe; not only those facts that had been 

discovered about the nature of plants, animals and so on, but also those facts that 
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related to human activity through time. By way of illustration, consider the 

juxtaposition of Anatomy and Ancient History.  The first deals with all known facts 

about the human body.  The second deals with all known facts about the classical 

world.  Hence they are both to be found under the subject of Memory.  

Ecclesiastical Law governs religious communities just as Geometry governs the 

relationships of shapes and structures.  Hence both are to be found in 

Philosophy.254 Two important conclusions about Jefferson’s study of history can be 

here established.  Understanding the historical dimension of any subject was 

fundamental to a meaningful comprehension of the present.  A fact discovered long 

ago was no less valid than one recently established.255  

 

History is broken up into regional as well as chronological brackets; no such 

distinction is made in Philosophy or Languages in spite of the regional variety 

discussed in these disciplines.  An historical event could be regionally defined but 

the philosophical ramifications could effect the development of civilization 

throughout the known world. However, the national distinction is not made at all 

within Ancient History.  The one hundred and twenty nine books that Jefferson 

collected in his Great Library under this heading range from biblical history 

through Egyptian, Greek (both Homeric and Classical) and Roman, yet they are 

coupled into one category as Ancient History.  It reinforces the idea that the history 

of civilization was not geographically constrained; it is only modern history that is 

divided into regional chronologies.  Britain and America may have progressed 

down different paths but they shared a glorious past in the empires of Egypt, 

Greece and Rome.   

 

Jefferson’s Modern History chapter was broken into regional groups, and the 

manner of this grouping is extremely telling.  Although he apparently wanted to see 

Britain and America as separate entities, he recognized the unique relationship that 
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their shared history gave them.  ‘English Modern History’ was a distinctly different 

thing to ‘American Modern History’ but it was not ‘Foreign Modern History’.  The 

books contained within the English Modern History section are therefore books that 

bear some relevant connection to America (they are not ‘foreign’), without being 

books primarily related to the new American nation.  This does not mean that 

Jefferson did not regard them as being a part of America’s own history, merely that 

they relate to a period of history in which ‘America’ did not yet exist.  The 

ancestors of Jefferson’s Americans were still English.  

 

Jefferson commented on the connection between British history and America 

in his correspondence.  At the turn of the nineteenth century Jefferson had stated 

explicitly that ‘a knoledge[sic] of British history [is] useful to the American 

politician.’256 The explanation for Jefferson’s distinction between English History 

and Foreign History can be found in his treatise on the Anglo-Saxon language: 

 

How much would contribute to the happiness of these two nations a 
brotherly emulation in doing good to each other, rather than the 
mutual vituperations so unwisely and unjustifiably sometimes 
indulged in both. . . . Let us then yoke ourselves jointly to the same 
car of human happiness, and vie in common efforts to do each other 
all the good we can--to reflect on each other the lights of mutual 
science particularly, and the kind affections of kindred blood.257  

 

In Jefferson’s schema English History was not Foreign History because in spite of 

the apparent closeness that Jefferson felt to his French hosts, it was still to England 

that he looked for his ‘kindred blood’.  He regarded Anglo-Saxon as the ancestral 

language of both England and America, and as a statesman was not unaware of the 

social and political implications of this language, and of the role that it might play 
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in cementing the friendship of England and America.  It was this preoccupation that 

culminated in the Essay on Anglo-Saxon that included the passage cited above.   

 

It is therefore logical to look not only in the Modern British History section 

for books on Anglo-Saxon history, but also in the Languages section.  In fact, what 

we find is that a clear majority of the Anglo-Saxon material that Jefferson collected 

was contained in the chapter called Languages.  Considering that Jefferson’s first 

introduction to early British history was through the law it is unsurprising that there 

are a few relevant texts contained under ‘Jurisprudence: Common Law’.  A scan of 

the entire library catalogue turns up a few more under History Ecclesiastical. 

Collectively there are thirty-nine books that might be regarded as predominantly 

dealing with Anglo-Saxon or Dark Ages English History.  Most of these books are 

not isolated in a ‘Modern British History’ section, but are contained in divisions 

with no regional boundaries, although the term ‘common-law’ arguably applied 

exclusively to English legal history. 

 

This is still substantially fewer than the number of Classical or Ancient 

History books that Jefferson collected; there were one hundred and twenty nine 

classical books in Jefferson’s Ancient History section, and even more classical texts 

in his law and languages sections.  His collections of belles-letres are 

predominantly Greek and Latin.258 Although he had a large number of the Greek 

and Roman philosophers and historians, this does not indicate any extraordinary 

collection effort; as discussed by Wright these books were freely available in the 

colonies.259  To demonstrate Jefferson’s passionate interest in the classics it is 

necessary for his biographers to show the care and attention with which he sought 

particular editions.  For example, Colbourn notes that Jefferson even went so far as 

to have his own favorite English translation and his favorite Latin edition of Tacitus 
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collated together especially to his order.260 Jefferson explicitly stated in a letter to 

George Ticknor that the importance of choosing the best edition of the Greek and 

Latin classics was particularly important because of the quality of the notes and 

translation, and in the case of Greek particularly, the characters.  ‘…the edition 

adds sensibly to the value of the matter.  This…chiefly respects the classics.’ 

Jefferson stated.261  

 

However a brief analysis of the contents of Jefferson’s early English history 

collection reveals that he had almost all of the books available in his day.  There 

were few editions from which he could pick and choose.  The smaller number may 

therefore not reflect a lesser interest, but rather a lesser availability.  

 

The chapter of books described as Modern History-British opens with the 

Domesday Book, a survey ordered by William the Conqueror in 1086.  There 

follow two editions of Camden’s Britannia, the translation by Gibson and a Latin 

edition.262  Britannia is a survey of Great Britain that details the landscape, 

geography, local histories and legends. Camden created a picture of Roman Britain, 

‘before which he did not believe it was possible to go with any certainty,’ and 

detailed many of the myths and legends of the British Dark Ages.263 He travelled 

through Great Britain to examine the sites and artifacts he described himself, a 

product of his belief that history should be verified by the use of contemporary 

evidence and multiple sources.264 He may have been one of Jefferson’s inspirations 

for the study of the Old English language; Camden had learned it to further his 

study of the British Isles. Horsley’s Britannia Romana follows, and it too uses 
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contemporary evidence to recreate a picture of Roman Britain.  These texts are 

arguably as close as Jefferson could come to primary source material for the late 

Roman occupation and the Dark Ages, except for Gildas whose work he also 

acquired; his placement of the Monumenta Anglicana here argues that he was 

looking for primary material, as this text records monumental inscriptions.  

 

These books were Jefferson’s starting point for British history.  This division 

in itself is interesting; according to Jefferson the Dark Ages of Britain were the 

watershed of the modern age.   Beginning with the Roman implantation of 

civilization, Modern History had its origin in Britain and had been eventually 

handed on to America.  It is also intriguing that no Roman sources appeared in this 

section, either among these texts dealing with Roman and Dark Ages Britain or 

among the following texts dealing with Anglo-Saxon England.  Jefferson put the 

various classical accounts of the Roman experience of Britain and the Germanic 

peoples in his Ancient History section.265  It does not appear that his interest in the 

Saxons was a by-product of his Classical obsession as some historians have 

suggested.266

 

Modern British History continues with Verstegan’s Antiquities: the first text 

that deals with the Saxon origin of the antiquities known in the seventeenth century. 

It contains an etymological dictionary of Saxon words and names, but its presence 

here rather than in the language section suggests that it was more useful to 

Jefferson for its legendary content. There is a considerable overlap with Camden’s 

work, but Verstegan shows a strong pro-German bias.  Verstegan wrote down the 

first English version of the Pied Piper of Hamelin as well as legends of the pre-

Christian religions in Britain.  Daniel Langhorne’s Introduction to the History of 
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England claimed to document the principal affairs of England ‘from its first 

planting to the coming of the English Saxons.’  Robert Sheringham’s De Anglorum 

follows with its fascinating comparison between British/Welsh words and their 

Greek counterparts, a study that must have captivated the philologist Jefferson. Its 

presence is also interesting because the author (1602-1678) was a controversial 

royalist.  He lost his place at Cambridge for his royalist leanings. 

 

Paired together are Macpherson’s introduction to the history of Great Britain 

and Ireland and Whitaker’s refutation of Macpherson’s introduction. These sources 

were contemporary to Jefferson; the Introduction to the history of Great Britain 

and Ireland described itself as an inquiry into “the origin, religion, future state, ... 

of the Britons, Scots, Irish and Anglo-Saxons” and was printed in London in 1773.  

Both maintained Celtic origins for the initial populating of Britain.  A Scottish 

historian, Macpherson had glorified the Celtic people of Scotland and England, 

especially through the promotion of the poems of Ossian, associating the latter with 

Caledonia rather than Ireland.267  On the basis of language Macpherson identified 

three races populating Europe: Sarmatians, Slavs and Celts.  Sarmatians 

predominated in the England of Macpherson’s day, but at some time in the past the 

Celts had colonized Britain and Macpherson was preoccupied with analyzing their 

religion, government and social life.  He concluded that 

They were always open, sincere, and undisguised; simple, good-
natured, and void of malignity; and though cruel, and sometimes 
barbarous, to their enemies, they were kind and compassionate to the 
suppliant and unfortunate.268  

 

 

Whitaker’s Genuine History of the Britons Asserted refuted "that strange 

humour which has been taken up by so many antiquarians, of magnifying the glory 
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and extending the possessions of the Celtae…"269 Whitaker was equally 

enthusiastic about the study of ‘primitive’ history, but he disagreed as to the 

populating of the British Isles.  Instead he traced two colonies of Celts from the 

continent into Britain, deriving the Irish from these and the Scots from the Irish.270 

The bone of contention between the two historians was in the magnitude of Celtic 

glory and the order of settlement of Scotland and Ireland.  Macpherson’s portrait 

emphasized Scotland’s inherently Celtic ethnicity to the elevation of the former, 

whereas Whitaker’s allowed for an ancient Irish culture both superior to and pre-

dating that of Scotland.271 The theme of ancient Irish and Scottish culture is also 

taken up in the anthologies listed below. 

 

The next book in Jefferson’s library was an unspecified edition of Gildas’ De 

Excidio Britanniae et Conquestu (The Ruin and Conquest of Britain) written in the 

first half of the sixth century.272 Gildas was writing within living memory of the 

first Saxon incursions into Britain and although not a personal witness of the fifth 

century it is likely that there were still survivors of that period for him to draw 

upon.  The first section of the work is a history of Britain from the Roman 

occupation to the first incursions of the Saxons.  The preface and the second section 

of De Excidio are concerned with admonishing the Britons, with particular venom 

directed at five British rulers, for using the time of peace to revel in petty pleasures 

and squabble for power.  Gildas tells us that 'it is not so much my purpose to narrate 

the dangers of savage warfare incurred by brave soldiers, as to tell of the dangers 

caused by indolent men'. 

 

Gildas was a Roman enthusiast.  He was concerned primarily with the history 
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of his text unaccompanied by the original.   
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of Christianity in Britain, and praised the Roman occupation because it allowed 

Christianity to flourish.273  He quoted freely from Virgil, Juvenal and Claudian, and 

referred to Latin as ‘our language’.274 Even the brief period of acceptable British 

government to which Gildas referred was dominated by its ‘Roman-ness’.  The 

only British leader of whom Gildas approved he described as ‘born to the purple.’ 

Gildas named the famous battle at Badon Hill at which the Britons fought off the 

Saxon invaders (a victory subsequently attributed to King Arthur although that is a 

name that never appears in De Excidio).  According to Gildas the significance of 

the victory was that it had “made possible the preservation of government, justice 

and truth,” Roman relics which he clearly felt to be alive in Britain in Aurelius’ 

day.275  Yet Gildas portrays the Britons as ultimately responsible for the Saxon 

invasion, beginning with the ‘proud tyrant’ Vortigern’s invitation to the Saxons and 

continuing by their neglect of proper religion and government.  Gildas’ portrait of 

Britain, then, is one in which civilization is brought by the Romans and lost under 

the British. 

In Jefferson’s library, Gildas is followed by an eleventh century historian, 

Eadmer, whose Historia Novorum in Anglia was edited and printed in 1623 by John 

Selden.276  It is a contemporary account of the period immediately following the 

Norman invasion of England, written between 1093 and 1125.277  This text was 

intended as the second part of a biography of Anselm, and focuses on that man’s 

public life. Anselm was a prominent public figure and the Historia of necessity 
                                                 

273Gildas, "De Excidio Britanniae et Conquestu," in MGH, Auctorum 
Antiquissimorum, xiii Chronica Minora Saeculi iv-vii, ed. T Mommsen (Berlin, 
1898), c4 'Igitur omittens priscos illos communesque cum omnibus gentibus 
errores, quibus ante adventum Christi in carne omne humanum genus obligabatur 
astrictum'. 
274Ibid, c23  
275 Ibid, c26 'ob hoc reges, publici, privati, sacerdotes, ecclesiastici, suum quique 
ordinem servarunt', translated in Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England 
(London, 1996)  
276 Selden is the edition listed by Jefferson, but the modern scholar is well advised 
to consult Bosanquet’s English translation, with Southern’s excellent forward.  G 
Bosanquet, ed., Easmer's History of Recent Events in England (London, 1964) It is 
also printed in Martin Rule, ed., Eadmeri Historia Novorum in Anglia (1884)  
277 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p129 
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both starts and ends outside the confines of Anselm’s life. “The result of such a 

broad treatment of Anselm's life was that Eadmer wrote the history of church/state 

relations in England.”278 Eadmer also noticed prominent secular events – he 

documented the Welsh victory of William Rufus, Henry I’s taxation of 1105 and 

reform of the coinage in 1108, and the wreck of the White Ship.279

An hereditary Englishman, Eadmer betrayed his resentment of the Norman 

invaders, expressing concern over William I’s treatment of the English nobility and 

deploring the appointment of foreigners to abbacies by Henry I.280 Wulfstan he 

describes as 'the one sole survivor of the venerable fathers of the English people, a 

man eminent in all religious life and unrivalled in his knowledge of the ancient 

customs of England'.281

In Gildas and Eadmer, Jefferson had a portrait of Saxon England to draw 

upon that was flanked by the unsatisfactory Britons on one side and the feudal and 

self-serving Normans on the other.  Eadmer writes of the Saxons as though they 

were the hereditary occupants of England, rather than invaders themselves.  The 

compilation that followed in Jefferson’s library reinforced this trilogy of views - the 

unsatisfactory British, the worthy Saxons and the usurping Normans.  Rerum 

Britannicarum was the first work published by Commelinus after his arrival in 

Heidelburg and sadly we can only speculate the trouble Jefferson must have had in 

obtaining this sixteenth century compilation of British authors.282 It included 

Bede’s Historia and twelfth century chroniclers Geoffrey of Monmouth and 

William of Newburgh.  These authors, as well as informing Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxon study, would also draw King Arthur into the Southern political equation by 

the end of Jefferson’s lifetime. 

 
                                                 

278 Ibid  p136 
279 Rule, ed., Eadmeri Historia Novorum in Anglia  pp77, 171-2, 193 
280 Ibid  pp9, 224 
281 Ibid  pp45-6 
282 Hieronymus Commelinus, ed., Rerum Britannicarum; id est Angliae, Scotiae, 
vicinarumque Insularum ac Regionum, scriptores vetustiores ac praecipui 
(Heidelburg, 1587)  
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The Venerable Bede was a religious writer, and like Gildas he was 

preoccupied with defending and glorifying the development of Christianity.283 

Bede also appears in Jefferson’s History – Ecclesiastical section.  Bede’s Historia 

ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, “probably one of the most popular history books in 

any language,” offered in five books the history of England from Julius Caesar to 

731, the date of its completion.284 The first half of book one offers a geographical 

survey of Britain, with accounts of its pre-historic inhabitants, the Roman 

occupation, and the Anglo-Saxon invasion, but the main theme of Bede’s work is 

the history of the Anglo-Saxon church.  

 

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the King’s of 

Britain) relates the history of Britain, from its first settlement by Brutus to the death 

of Cadwaller in the seventh century.  It includes Julius Caesar’s invasion, kings 

Leir and Cymbeline, and one of the first narratives of King Arthur.  Monmouth 

claims to have been working from ‘a certain ancient text’ written in Welsh, this text 

has remained unknown to modern scholars, if indeed it ever existed.   Much of 

Monmouth’s work is based on that of Gildas, Bede, and the Historia Britonum, a 

ninth century Welsh-Latin compilation attributed in Jefferson’s time to a monk 

called Nennius.   

 

Geoffrey offered a different version of British/Roman history.  Inherently a 

Norman writer, Geoffrey’s goal was to undermine the Saxon occupants of Britain 

and justify Norman invasion.  He did so by glorifying the pre-Saxon Britons, whom 

he traced back to Brutus.285  Geoffrey denied that Britain was ever conquered by 

the Roman Empire, instead suggesting that the occupation was voluntary, and 

                                                 
283 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p16 See also James Campbell, 
"Bede," in Latin Historians, ed. TA Dorey (London, 1966), pp159-90 On Bede’s 
scholarship see W F Bolton, A History of Anglo-Latin Literature 597-1066, vol. 1 
(Princeton, 1967) pp101-85  
284 Bertram Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors, eds., Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the 
English People (Oxford, 1969) pxvii 
285 Acton Griscom, ed., The Historia Regum Britanniae of Geoffrey of Monmouth 
(London, 1929) I, 16 
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alleging that the Britons ultimately defeated the Romans and sacked Rome.  He 

also emphasized the British success against the first Saxon incursions, glossing 

over their ultimate defeat with the retirement of their hero to Avalon, to return in 

accordance with Merlin’s prophecy.286 Geoffrey was particularly concerned with 

the bloodlines of the people about whom he was writing.  He was very emphatic 

that the Welsh of his day were not the heirs to the Britons who had instead settled 

in Brittany.287

 

William of Newburgh, also included in this compilation, wrote about 

Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britanniae:  

 

it is quite clear that everything this man wrote about Arthur and his 
successors, or indeed about his predecessors from Vortigern onwards, 
was made up, partly by himself and partly by others, either from an 
inordinate love of lying, or for the sake of pleasing the Britons.288

 

Writing between 1196 and 1198, William began his chronicle with the Norman 

Conquest, regressing only to criticize Geoffrey of Monmouth for glorifying the pre-

Saxon Britons.289  

 

The second compilation in this section of Jefferson’s library was also a 

sixteenth century edition.290 Rerum Anglicarum Scriptores included works 

attributed to William of Malmesbury, Henry of Huntingdon, Roger of Hoveden, 

Fabius Ethelwerdus, and Ingulphus.   

 

Three of Malmesbury’s four historical works appear in this edition.  Gesta 

Regum Anglorum (Deeds of the Kings of the English) is a history of England from 

                                                 
286 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p205 
287 Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain, Lewis Thorpe trans. 
(London, 1966) pp516-21 
288Ibid  p17 
289 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p263 
290 Sir Henry Savile, ed., Rerum Anglicarum Scriptores post Bedam praecipui 
(London, 1596) 
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the coming of the Saxons to 1120; Gesta Pontificum Anglorum (Deeds of the 

Archbishops and Bishops of the English) is an ecclesiastical history of England 

from the Conversion to 1125 and the Historia Novella (Recent History) is a history 

of England from 1128 to 1142. Malmesbury was a secular historian, and the first 

English historian to make extensive use of ancient monuments and topography as 

historical sources.291

 

Malmesbury’s attitude to the Anglo-Saxons was somewhat ambivalent.  He 

cited both English and Norman sources in his histories, and was himself a product 

of mixed Anglo-Norman ancestry.292 He seems to have had conflicting motivations 

in his writing; wanting both to establish the continuity of English church history 

and to justify the Norman Conquest by demonstrating Saxon deficiencies.293  Henry 

of Huntingdon was, like Geoffrey, interested in the mythical ancestors of the 

English and French nations, tracing the latter back to Antenor, an exile from the fall 

of Troy.  Commissoned by Alexander of Blois to write a history of Britain from the 

earliest times until their present day, Huntingdon ultimately continued until Henry 

II’s accession. 

 

Henry of Huntingdon, William of Malmesbury and Geoffrey of Monmouth 

shared a common feature of particular relevance to chapter five of this thesis; they 

were all concerned with ‘racialism’ and the different racial characteristics among 

men whose descendants would all become ‘white’.  Geoffrey emphasized that the 

Britons had kept their blood ‘pure’ of Pictish blood, even to the extent of exporting 

brides to those Britons who had gone to settle in Brittany.294 William of 

Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon were both preoccupied sketching Norman 

characteristics, Huntingdon in particular recorded the violent nature of the 

                                                 
291 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p167 
292Ibid  p173 
293 Ibid  
294 Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain  p17 
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Normans, expressing the suspicion that God had sent them to punish the degenerate 

Saxons.295  

 

Roger of Hoveden covered the period from the death of Bede to 1201, but 

was largely derivative from the other twelfth century historians previously 

discussed. More interesting is the inclusion in this compilation of the chronicle of 

Fabius Ethelwerdus.  The account given by Ethelwerdus of the last eight years of 

King Alfred’s reign was independent of any of the other sources known to 

Jefferson, and emphasized the value which this Saxon leader placed on literary 

records, an Alfredian trend particularly admired by Jefferson.296  

 

Historia Croylandensis was also included in this group of texts.  Ingulphus, the 

Abbot of Croyland between 1085 and 1108, was believed to have been solely 

responsible for this history in Jefferson’s day, and there is no record that Jefferson 

ever commented on the veracity of either the work or the author.  Not until the 

nineteenth century did historians treat the entire Historia as suspect, and it was 

Searle’s 1894 analysis that confirmed it as a late-fourteenth century fraud.297  From 

Jefferson’s perspective it was a genuine history of the monastery on the island of 

Crowland, from its founding by St Guthlac through the Danish invasions of the 

ninth century, the refoundation of the tenth century, and the Norman Conquest.  

‘There are few sources for the period that can match its detail.’298

 

                                                 
295 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p205 
296 FM Stenton, "Aethelwerd's Account of the Last Years of King Alfred's Reign," 
The English Historical Review 24 (1909): p79 
297 David Roffe, "The Historia Croylandensis: A Plea for Reassessment," The 
English Historical Review 110 (1995): p93 See also Alfred Hiatt, The Making of 
Medieval Forgeries: False Documentation in Fifteenth-Century England (London, 
2004) 
298 Roffe, "The Historia Croylandensis: A Plea for Reassessment," p93 
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The next collection in Jefferson’s library is that of William Camden in 

1603.299  It includes an edition of Asser’s Life of King Alfred, consisting of brief 

annals interspersed with passages of narrative biography.  It purports to have been 

written in 893 by Asser, bishop of Sherborne, and therefore to be a contemporary 

account of Alfred’s life.  The preface proclaims that 'Asser, the least of all the 

servants of God', dedicates the work 'to my venerable and most pious lord, Alfred 

ruler of all Christians in the British Isles and King of the Anglo-Saxons'.300 It is a 

veneration rather than a dispassionate history.  The same volume contains the 

works of Gerald of Wales; the Topographic Hibernica (Topography of Ireland) and 

the Expugnatio Hibernica (Conquest of Ireland), both written in about 1187, the 

Itinerarium Kambriae (Itinerary of Wales) and the Descriptio Kambriae 

(Description of Wales), both written after Gerald returned from his tour of Wales 

with Archbishop Baldwin, preaching the crusade.301 Gerald concentrated his works 

on the histories of Ireland and Wales, expressing the belief that these places had 

been neglected by historians.302

 

The fourth and final compilation in this section of Jefferson’s library holds a 

further three books of interest within Jefferson’s definition of the Saxon era, 

Ailred of Rievaulx, Ralph de Diceto, and Gervase of Durham.  Of these, the most 

interesting to this thesis is Ailred of Rielvaulx.  Ailred was a Cistercian, the last to 

write a history before the ban on creative writing.303 The Relatio de Standardo 

(Story of the Standard) is an account of the Battle of the Standard fought in 1138 by 

the Anglo-Normans of the north against the Scots under King David.  Ailred argued 

for peace between the English and the Scots, arguing that Scotland’s real enemy 

                                                 
299 William Camden, ed., Anglica, Normannica, Hibernica, Cambrica, a veteribus 
scripta (Frankfurt, 1603) 
300 Life of King Alfred cited Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p47 
301Ibid  pp244-5 
302 See Topography of Ireland first preface (J.S. Brewer, ed., Giraldi Cambrensis 
Opera, 8 vols. (1861-91) vol5, p6) and Itinerary of Wales first preface (Brewer, ed., 
Giraldi Cambrensis Opera  vol6, pp157-8). 
303 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p287 
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was the Picts.304  He often refers to the principle combatants as Galwegians (ie, the 

Picts of Galloway on whom David was relying for the first time) and Frenchman, to 

obscure the English-Scottish nature of the conflict.305

In these four anthologies Jefferson collected all of the texts available in his 

day that are still used as sources for studies of Dark Ages Britain.  As well as being 

expert Anglo-Saxon sources, they include all the specialist Arthurian texts that 

would inform the medievalist passion beginning in the South at the end of 

Jefferson’s life; Geoffrey of Monmouth, William of Malmesbury and Henry of 

Huntingdon were all referred to in the context of late American Arthuriana, as 

indeed were Gildas and Bede.  The interaction of the Anglo-Saxon and the 

American medieval revival is one in which Jefferson played only a small role, but 

no study of Jefferson’s understanding of English history would be complete without 

consideration of the period between Roman occupation of England and the Anglo-

Saxon golden age, the so-called Dark Ages, and here he had all the sources 

available to him to study that era.  This is explored in Chapter Five of this thesis. 

 

That being said, these books were probably not collected for the information 

they offered about pre-Saxon history.  These sources are all included in Jefferson’s 

dating of the Anglo-Saxon period and as such were probably regarded as primary 

source material.306  

 

Some of Jefferson’s later volumes start with the Roman period in England, 

and others, like the Whig histories of the Glorious Revolution, offer some Anglo-

Saxon history, but these sixteen books represent the core of the Norman and pre-

Norman material in the Modern British History section and provided independent 

source material for Jefferson to form his own views of the pre-Norman British past. 

 
                                                 

304Ailred, "Relatio de Standardo," in Chronicles of the Reigns of Stephen, Henry II, 
and Richard I, ed. Richard Howlett (1884-9), pp192-5 
305 Gransden, Historical Writing in England  p214 
306 Jefferson’s unusual dating of the Anglo-Saxon period (to the reign of Henry III) 
is discussed at pages 174 and 215.  
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 Under the section title History - Ecclesiastical, Jefferson includes a second 

copy of Bede’s History of the Church of England, this one translated by Stapleton.  

This is the only one of Jefferson’s pre-Norman sources to be replicated in the 

religious history section, suggesting pretty clearly that his interest in his early 

British origins did not largely relate to the Anglo-Saxon church.  A number of the 

texts found in the section entitled Jurisprudence Common Law detail the history of 

Anglo-Saxon laws amongst discussions of English and American law. Two of these 

deal exclusively with the Anglo-Saxon laws.  Lambard’s Archaionomis, is a 1568 

translation of the Saxon laws into Latin and Wilkins’ Leges Anglo-Saxonicae is an 

enlargement of this collection including the laws of Edward the Confessor, William 

the Conqueror, Henry I, Stephen, and Henry II.  Jefferson wrote: ‘of the laws of this 

period we have a tolerable collection by Lambard and Wilkins, probably not 

perfect, but neither very defective…’307 I choose to count only these two in the 

count of early British historical texts; but it should be noted that the many others 

that deal with Anglo-Saxon laws are clearly intended to be histories of the English 

common law system.  They therefore deal also with other periods of legal history. 

 

The fourth collection of books relating to early English history in Jefferson’s 

Great Library can be called the Old English collection.  These are those books that 

relate to the development of the English language and it is by far the largest 

collection of Anglo-Saxon history books within the library, numbering twenty of 

the one hundred and twenty five texts in this chapter of the catalogue.  This is less 

than half the number of Greek or Latin related texts in this section, but the same 

principle applies in this section as in the first; the twenty Anglo-Saxon texts in this 

section represent a very significant proportion of the texts written by the 

seventeenth century Anglo-Saxonists, as will be discussed below.  They are found 

in the Fine Arts section of the catalogue, under Criticism, Languages.  This 

language segment starts with the classical languages and follows them through the 

                                                 
307Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Cooper With Commonplace Book Extract, 
(Monticello, February 10, 1814), Library of Congress, The Thomas Jefferson 
Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 1651-1827 
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transition to the Romance languages.  It then picks up the early Germanic 

languages, starting with Hickes’ Anglo-Saxon thesaurus.  Both Wheeloc’s and 

Gibson’s editions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle are included here.  The last book 

to deal with Anglo-Saxon is Barrington’s edition of Orosius, which included 

alongside the original Latin both Alfred's Anglo-Saxon translation and an English 

translation with original notes.  The subsequent books related to later grammars of 

English.  In the midst of this Anglo-Saxon section are some texts that are not 

strictly Anglo-Saxon, but relate to other early Germanic languages.  

 

Consequently this is a larger selection of books than is usually included in the 

Old English collection by students of Jefferson, including twenty texts rather than 

the customary fifteen.  Recall that the document from which we know the order 

Jefferson intended his library to be presented in was not available to scholars until 

1989.  Prior to this date the content of the library sold to Congress was known from 

E Millicent Sowerby, and consequently the obviously Anglo-Saxon texts were 

pulled out and presented in alphabetical order with the exclusion of those texts I 

refer to as not strictly Anglo-Saxon. 308  

 

The presence of these books under the subsection Language rather than 

History should not diminish their significance.  Jefferson had, as will be 

demonstrated, a very precise understanding of the function of language as it related 

to the development of the American ideal. 

 

Considerable caution is required in dating the texts from which Jefferson 

gleaned his particular ideas.  It is certainly true that the peak of Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxon study appears to have taken place after the Revolution.  In 1764 Jefferson 

compiled a list of books essential to the study of law – a list that by 1814 he had 

ceased to endorse according to his own covering letter: 

 

                                                 
308 See for example Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language,"   
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I have at length found the paper of which you requested a copy. It was 
written near 50 years ago for the use of a young friend whose course 
of reading was confided to me; and it formed a basis for the studies of 
others subsequently placed under my direction, but curtailed for each 
in proportion to his previous acquirements and future views… So for 
the paper; which I send you, not for its merit, for it betrays sufficiently 
its juvenile date; but because you have asked it.309

 

In this early model Anglo-Saxon is not yet a requirement for the study of law.  Only 

an acquaintance with Latin and French is recommended as ‘absolutely necessary’.  

His history references are wholly devoid of Anglo-Saxon history, but filled with the 

histories of later English monarchs; ‘The original historians, to wit. The Hist. of Ed. 

II. by E. F. Habington's E. IV. More's R. III. Ld. Bacon's H. VIII. Ld. Herbert's H. 

VIII. Goodwin's H. VIII. E. VI. Mary. Camden's Eliz. & James. Ludlow. 

McCaulay. Fox. Belsham. Baxter's Hist. of England. (Hume republicanised & 

abridged)’ He does recommend Gibbons Decline of the Roman Empire and several 

other classical texts ‘the Greek and Latin originals,’ and also the French editions of 

Millot’s histories of Europe.   It is hard to credit that the erudite scholar once 

believed that these alone would constitute, as far as history was concerned, a 

sufficient groundwork for a young lawyer.  Yet he wrote: 

 

They will give him a respectable, an useful & satisfactory degree of 
knolege [sic] in these branches, and will themselves form a valuable 
and sufficient library for a lawyer, who is at the same time a lover of 
science.310

 

 

So we can state that in 1764 Jefferson did not appear to regard Anglo-Saxon 

as crucial to understanding the law.  There is no evidence that he had bought a 

primary source at this date, but his books already included the whig accounts to 

which he was introduced in his education.311  Jefferson became increasingly 

interested in primary Anglo-Saxon studies as his legal career gave way to his 

                                                 
309Thomas Jefferson to John Minor with copy of Reading List to Bernard Moore,  
310Ibid 
311 Discussed at pp74-5 of this thesis. 
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political career, and an examination of the extent of his interest by the writing of 

the Declaration of Independence follows in the next chapter of this thesis. It will be 

seen that by 1774 Jefferson was citing the Anglo-Saxon era as an example for 

Americans to follow. So we can basically date Jefferson’s developing interest in 

Anglo-Saxon history and language to the period 1764-1774.  The problems with 

using his 1783 catalogue to date the purchase of his books have already been 

discussed, but there is scope for further research to be conducted here by those who 

may potentially have the technology to date particular notations. 

 

 

The historians dealing with this subject, both in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries share a fundamental mistake in their attitude.  They talk of Jefferson’s 

interest in Anglo-Saxon as though he could walk down to the local bookshop and 

pick up a grammar in that language.  Colbourn wrote: 

 

Books were available, books of history ancient and modern, sacred 
and profane.  Would-be American statesmen could find them in 
bookshops and printer’s shops, they could form their own libraries, 
they could read them in the ‘public’ libraries… 
 

Exposure to an academic library meant an early exposure to English 
history…312

 

Kliger painted an even more vivid picture.   ‘Thomas Jefferson had also drunk 

deeply from the Gothic fount,’ he tells us, again leaving the indelible impression 

that there was ready availability to be had in America, as there was in eighteenth 

century England.313 In fact there was no font for Jefferson to drink from – he 

painfully tracked down what he needed over a lifetime of searching. The earliest 

known Anglo-Saxon texts and grammar to be published in America were those 
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edited by Louis F. Klipstein, a native of Virginia and a graduate of Hampden-

Sidney College, who also studied at Giessen.  His Grammar of the Anglo-Saxon 

Language and Analecta Anglo-Saxonica—Selections in Prose and Verse from the 

Anglo-Saxon Literature (two volumes), were not published until 1949.314  Prior to 

this date America was solely reliant on European sources. 

 

Certainly some texts were more readily available than others. Jefferson 

obtained a collection of books from Samuel Henley in 1778 when the latter left 

America.315 This is the manner in which he acquired Piers Plowman and Gibson’s 

edition of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  However, Jefferson kept only a selection of 

Henley’s collection so we can assume that those he kept were meaningful to him.316 

If he had been acquiring books simply for the sake of it we might expect him to 

keep everything in Henley’s collection, rather than picking out choice articles and 

discarding the rest. Jefferson did not spare expense when he was looking for an 

important text, as he told Samuel Smith explicitly.  “I have been fifty years making 

[his library collection], and have spared no pains, opportunity or expense, to make 

it what it is.”317  In 1773 he had written to Charles McPherson seeking a copy of 

the Ossian ‘originals’: ‘I should not regard expense in doing this.’318 Although 

Jefferson was famously careless of his personal finances, to give such carte blanche 

to a book dealer clearly indicates a high value placed on these particular texts. 

 

                                                 
314 Louis F Klipstein, Analecta Anglo-Saxonica (New York, 1849), Louis F 
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of Congress, The Thomas Jefferson Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 
1651-1827 
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We must assume Jefferson’s library to be unique in America for as he himself 

observed ‘…it is hardly probable that the same opportunities, the same time, 

industry, perseverance and expense…would again happen to be in concurrence.’319  

The efforts that Jefferson made to obtain as many books as possible not only for 

himself but for his friends and acquaintances are detailed in Peden.320  Although 

Jefferson does not say so explicitly, it seems likely that many of his history books 

were acquired while he was in Europe.  Jefferson made the most of his time in Paris 

to further his collection of books:  

 

While residing in Paris I devoted every afternoon I was disengaged, 
for a summer or two, in examining all the principal bookstores, 
turning over every book with my own hand, and putting by everything 
which related to America, and indeed whatever was rare and valuable 
in every science.321

 

In the same letter he described how he frequently placed orders with specialist book 

dealers in London and other European cities:   

 

standing orders during the whole time… in Europe, on its principal 
book-marts, particularly Amsterdam, Frankfort, Madrid and London, 
for such works relating to America as could not be found in Paris322

 

 

What did Jefferson mean by the repeated expression ‘relating to America’?  

He enlarges this description a little in his letter to Samuel Smith:   

 

During the same period, and after my return to America, I was led to 
procure, also, whatever related to the duties of those in the high 
concerns of the nation. So that the collection, which I suppose is of 
between nine and ten thousand volumes, while it includes what is 
chiefly valuable in science and literature generally, extends more 
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particularly to whatever belongs to the American statesman. In the 
diplomatic and parliamentary branches, it is particularly full.323

 

The reference to American ownership within a category that was ‘chiefly valuable 

in science and literature’ is an indication of the ever-present political motives for 

Jefferson’s accruing of knowledge.  He was always chiefly driven by what he 

perceived to be the needs of his country; he rarely indulged in hobbies exclusive of 

political purpose.  He could recognize and appreciate value outside American 

politics, but it was peripheral to his primary goals.  As we will see in the next 

chapter, Jefferson regarded matters of English history as relevant to the American 

statesman so English history books would appear to fall into the category of books 

he was seeking throughout Europe. 

 

As Jefferson grew older he became increasingly discriminating in his choice 

of texts.  In a letter to Thomas Law, April 23 1811, Jefferson responded to the 

opportunity to buy the Atlas of Le Sage: 

 

My bibliomany has possessed me of perhaps 20,000 volumes.  Of 
these there are probably 1000, which I would read of choice before I 
should the historical, genealogical, chronological, geographical Atlas 
of M. Le Sage…why then add an unit to the 19,950 which I shall 
never read?...Sober reason tells me it is time to leave off buying 
books.324

 

After the sale of his Great Library to Congress in 1815 Jefferson refined his choice 

of texts even further.  Some of the authors in Jefferson’s library, such as Hickes and 

Thwaites, were extremely specialised and all but unknown elsewhere in 

America.325 Jefferson collected many of them himself while he was abroad, but he 
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also employed young Americans heading overseas on the Grand Tour to form links 

with foreign booksellers on his behalf.  One such was Richard Rush, to whom 

Jefferson wrote on the 27th December 1820: 

 

I took the liberty, in October last, to request you to put a catalogue of 
books…into the hands of an honest bookseller, one to whom I might 
address myself with confidence hereafter without troubling you.326

 

 

 Jefferson included a copy of Benson’s Anglo-Saxon Vocabulary in the catalogue 

of books sent to Congress in 1815.  By October of 1816 he was already seeking to 

replace this text.  In a letter to Matthew Carey Jefferson regrets that he failed to 

obtain this text from Dr Priestly’s collection which was for sale: ‘there was one in 

particular (Benson’s Saxon Vocabulary) I would rather have given double price for 

than have missed.’327  

 

Jefferson did eventually replace his Benson, in circumstances unknown to 

us.  In the period 1815 to 1826 Jefferson bought twenty books relating to the study 

of Anglo-Saxon as a language, carefully located within the language section of his 

last library.328 These included replacement copies of Hickes’ Thesaurus and 

Wotlon’s view of that thesaurus, Elstob’s Saxon Grammar, Grammatica Anglo-

Saxonica et Meso-Gothica, Benson’s Saxon Vocabulary, Bede, Gibson’s edition of 

the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Boethius’ Life of King Alfred and Orosius in Saxon and 

English.  In the Modern English History section he replaced his copies of Camden’s 

Britannia and Verstegan sometime after 1815.  This is a remarkable replacement 

rate considering the rarity and expense of these texts.  The only other books that 
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Jefferson replaced at such a rate were selected editions of his classical texts.329 He 

had a second copy of his collation of Tacitus in English and Latin made for him, 

and was known to be reading the Latin editions of Cicero for pleasure until the end 

of his life.330

 

We know from Jefferson’s comments in other places that he heavily 

annotated some of his history books, and that he placed greater emphasis on their 

readability than on their decorative edition.  Jefferson’s library was well used, not 

designed for show.  Jefferson himself tells us that: 

 

While engaged in [the study of Anglo-Saxon]…some ideas occurred 
for facilitating the study by simplifying its grammar...Some of these 
ideas I noted at the time on the blank leaves of my Elstob's Anglo-
Saxon Grammar...331

 

This indicates that Jefferson’s books were a practical pool of frequently used source 

material, rather than showpieces for display.  He also discriminated amongst 

editions of texts, he wrote to Samuel Smith that his library contained only “the 

choicest editions existing.”332

 

Contrary to Colbourn’s suggestion, the books that were selected by Jefferson 

for his libraries were not readily available – all but two of the twenty Anglo-Saxon 

texts that Jefferson bought between 1815 and 1823 must have come to Jefferson 

second hand, not from their original publishers.  We could therefore safely 

conclude that the texts that Jefferson collected were of peculiar importance to him.  

Jefferson himself mentions at the end of the Anglo-Saxon Essay that there was a 

delay between availability of texts in England and America: 

 

                                                 
329 Wright, "Thomas Jefferson and the Classics," p229 See also Thomas Jefferson 
to George Ticknor,  
330 Colbourn, "Thomas Jefferson's Use of the Past," p61 
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I have just now received a copy of a new work, by Mr Bosworth, on 
the elements of Anglo-Saxon grammar, and it quotes two other works, 
by Turner and Jamieson, both of great erudition, but not yet known 
here.333

 

In fact Jefferson managed to get hold of Bosworth’s work surprisingly quickly after 

its publication, and it is an indication that even at this late stage of his life (1825) he 

was keeping a close eye on new Anglo-Saxon scholarship. 

 

So hard were Anglo-Saxon sources to come by that Jefferson wrote to 

William Hilliard (book dealer) in 1825: 

 

…as our Anglo-Saxon instruction is suspended until we can get books 
I must pray you to procure for your bookstore here, copies of the 
following books for purchase by students, which cannot be obtained 
but from England.334

 

The books he was requesting were Hickes’ Anglo-Saxon Grammar, Benson’s 

Anglo-Saxon Vocabulary, Thwaites edition of the Heptateuch, and Barrington’s 

Orosius.  Furthermore, Jefferson proposes that they be offered in sets,  

 

And I think we can ensure you the prompt sale of a dozen sets at least 
at the university and probably of many more as we proceed. 

 

 

Hilliard may have doubted Jefferson’s certainty that the sets of texts would 

sell.  In July 1825 Jefferson wrote again to Hilliard: 

 

I have heretofore pressed on you the procuring for our AS school a 
dozen sets of particular books which I named to you of 4v. each to wit 
the Grammar, Vocabulary, Heptateuch, and Orosius which would cost 
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16. or 18D the set in England.  I have no doubt of their immediate sale 
here, but as you may doubt it, and they would be absolutely unsalable 
[sic] any where else, I think it fair to say that if not promptly sold 
here, the University will take them off your hands.  The books we 
must have, or that language cannot be taught.335

 

Later Jefferson would correct this list, instructing the firm of Cummins and Hilliard 

to strike out Hickes’ Grammar and Benson’s Vocabulary and replace them with 

Bosworth’s Grammar and Dictionary.336  So it is evident that Jefferson was 

discriminating and up to date in his choice of texts from the limited available 

selection.  This is especially true of the books that Jefferson chose to replace from 

the library he sold to Congress.  In the period 1815 to 1826 Jefferson bought twenty 

books relating to the study of Anglo-Saxon as a language, carefully located within 

the language section of his last library.337  This is an extraordinary number of texts 

to procure in such a short period, during which he did not leave the country.   

 

 

The extent to which Jefferson’s ideas were shared by his peers is uncertain, 

although there is no evidence that any of his contemporaries ever pursued pre-

Norman English history with Jefferson’s vigour.  There is no doubt that Jefferson’s 

passion for history was generally fashionable amongst the educated of 

revolutionary America.  George Smart’s 1938 study of one hundred private 

Virginian libraries in the period 1650-1787 determined that twenty six percent of 

the 3,500 titles available for his survey consisted of classics and books concerning 

language, the largest single percentage.   Philosophy and Law made up twenty three 

percent and History with Biography and Travel made up fifteen percent.  The 
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problem with these categories for ascertaining the prevalence of Anglo-Saxon 

studies is that Smart used a very different standard of categorization than is 

appropriate for comparison to Jefferson.  All we can say is that the predominance of 

classics, language and history was certainly high. 

 

Although Jefferson would work hard to establish the reputation of Anglo-

Saxon studies it would appear that he was working against the mainstream.  

Although his fellow countrymen shared his taste for history and the classics, they 

apparently did not share his passion for Anglo-Saxon language and culture. In spite 

of the ready availability of general and classical history texts in America, the 

specialist Anglo-Saxon texts that were Jefferson’s particular interest were very 

difficult for him to obtain. He complained of the delay in availability of Anglo-

Saxon scholarship for interested Americans. So difficult were these texts to find 

that Jefferson felt obliged to step in and acquire them on behalf of the students that 

would be enrolling in the University of Virginia, clear evidence of the difficulty a 

private student would suffer in finding the course books.  The defensive note that 

Jefferson assumed when he assured the book dealer that he would take 

responsibility for any unsold books, through the university, speaks for the mistrust 

in his ideas that was apparently experienced by these men.  Surely the book dealers 

might be regarded as one of the best sources for the interest displayed in Anglo-

Saxon studies, and their doubt that it would be successful introduced at university 

level is extremely telling. 

 

The purchase of Jefferson’s library by Congress may perhaps imply that 

Jefferson’s views on the composition of a national library were supported by his 

peers.  He certainly had a body of support that agreed that his was the finest private 

collection in the states.338  However, he also had his detractors, not only in his 

choice of material but in the importance with which he regarded a national library.  
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Jefferson had collected crucial texts without hesitation over their cost.  Others could 

not do the same.  Harris observes that ‘Their objections were generally the ‘extent’ 

of the collection, ‘the cost of the purchase, the nature of the selection, embracing 

too many works in foreign languages, some of too philosophical a character, and 

some otherwise objectionable.’’339 The Evening Post reported that: 

 

it was urged by those who opposed it… [that] the library was not such 
as Congress wanted, being almost entirely literary, containing 
comparatively little of law or history, that it abounded with 
productions of an atheistical, irreligious and immoral character, —a 
fourth of the books were in foreign languages, and many in the dead 
languages, such as romances, tracts on architecture, farriery, cookery 
and the like.340

 

Though it would be interesting to discover whether Anglo-Saxon was regarded as a 

foreign or dead language; it is not specifically mentioned by either the opponents or 

proponents of the purchase.  But we can nonetheless conclude that among the 

criticisms leveled at Jefferson as a book collector was his tendency to collect 

outside the box of acceptable gentlemanly reading. 

 

Thus it can be seen that Jefferson’s attitude towards Anglo-Saxon, both as a 

language and a period of history, had both its supporters and its detractors.  To a 

large extent these fell along political lines.  Jefferson’s supporters tended to voice 

support of his Anglo-Saxon program.  The nature of politics is such that we may 

safely assume that many of those so adamantly opposed to Jefferson’s views were 

so simply because they were adamantly opposed to Jefferson himself.  Yet these 

same men who failed to see the sense in purchasing the whole of Jefferson’s library 

did not dispute what they saw as the core books in it; the books of classical history 

and law, the Latin and Greek grammars, or the stories of Homeric and Roman 
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heroes.  Surely in any study of Jefferson it is those beliefs that made him 

exceptional that are the most interesting.   

 

What we see in Jefferson’s libraries is a significantly higher proportion of 

Anglo-Saxon texts than was common in America in his lifetime.  His collection of 

early English history was extraordinary.  He had almost every available primary 

source from Gildas and Bede right through to all the major thirteenth century 

sources.  He collected, or attempted to collect these books repeatedly in each of his 

libraries, and he recommended them as essential reading at the University of 

Virginia.  Their importance to him is indicated by the reference in other places to 

the heavy annotations he made, particularly in his Anglo-Saxon grammars, and the 

emphasis he placed on readability over decorative edition.  These annotations are 

specifically relevant to chapter four and are discussed in detail there.  They indicate 

a far broader base of active historical study than has ever really been understood.  

His reading of this period was not an elusive interest gained from secondary 

material.  His use of the British past did not come solely from either the Whigs or 

the whig historians, although he may have been inspired by them.  Jefferson traced 

his study of English law and language back to the source, acquiring the Anglo-

Saxon language in order to do so. 

 

This examination of Jefferson’s source material may indicate a profound 

interest in that early period of British history, but only when it is examined in the 

light of Jefferson’s political and educational career can it be offered as evidence of 

the influence that English history exerted over the statesman; an influence that at its 

peak certainly rivalled that of his classical readings.  In the following chapters this 

source material will be drawn upon to show how it informed Jefferson’s shaping of 

the new American nation. 
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I fear nothing for our liberty from the assaults of force; but I have seen 
and felt much, and fear more from English books, English prejudices, 
English manners, and the apes, the dupes, and designs among our 
professional crafts...341

 

 

 

 

PRECEDENCE AND INDEPENDENCE: THE RIGHTS OF BRITISH 

AMERICANS 

 

Just as the classical books in Thomas Jefferson’s library have overshadowed the 

Anglo-Saxon texts, so too has the classical influence on Jefferson’s political actions 

and dialogue hidden the very real authority of the Anglo-Saxon precedent in his 

revolutionary writings. Jefferson drew freely upon his study of English history in 

his written contributions to the American Revolution.  Apparently regarding 

American and English history as indistinguishable prior to the colonial settlements, 

Jefferson claimed whatever he needed from his English inheritance to aid the 

process of American independence. This chapter seeks to demonstrate the practical 

application of Jefferson’s study of Anglo-Saxon history during the period of the 

revolution, refiguring the intellectual relationship of the American nation builder 

and his appropriation of early English history.   

 

The separation of the American nation was complicated by their shared 

history, culture and language with England.  The American governing class spoke 

the English language, had been educated in English history, and in some instances 

had fought under the British flag.342  American history began in England and for 

the governing class of the colonies being American did not exclude them from 
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British citizenship; indeed one of the early complaints of George Washington was 

that the colonists were not being given their full rights as British citizens. ‘We 

cannot conceive that being Americans should deprive us of the benefits of British 

subjects,’ he declared in 1765.343 How could American nationalism develop 

independently of English values in such an environment?  The first part of this 

chapter examines American colonists’ perceptions of their history, in particular the 

date at which they felt a distinctly ‘American’ history had begun.  This is necessary 

in order to understand Jefferson’s appeal to English precedent in his writings. 

 

This chapter also considers the intricacies of Jefferson’s view of the historical 

connection between Britain and America.  If, as Jefferson argued, America’s and 

England’s history consisted of a struggle to throw off the Norman oppressions, a 

struggle highlighted by Magna Carta and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, then 

surely the English were brothers in arms rather than enemies?  As an inspiration to 

war this historical philosophy could have been disastrous. Jefferson was very 

selective in his use of history, and worked hard to recreate what he needed from the 

historical record without incorporating any recent historical connection with the 

English.  An examination of the Summary View will show how Jefferson drew a 

direct line of descent from the Anglo-Saxons down to the American 

revolutionaries, claiming extraordinary rights on the basis of that inheritance.  

 

A broad range of literature is available on Thomas Jefferson’s revolutionary 

philosophy (or rather his philosophies).  His interest in history is a recurring theme 

amongst many of these texts.344 A few stand out as being particularly 
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comprehensive or compelling accounts including Curti’s The Growth of American 

Thought, an important overview of changing influences over the phases of 

American nationalism.  The chief failing of that work is that the ambitious nature of 

the author’s undertaking prohibits any in-depth study of any one period or 

influence.345 Amongst many other writers there is still a strong tendency to 

examine Jefferson’s interest in the classics ahead of later periods of history. As 

Richard observes, ‘(n)early every prominent historian of late eighteenth-century 

America has noted the importance of the classics to the Founding Fathers.’346  

Many books have been devoted solely to the ‘Classical America’.347 This 

traditional view of Jefferson as a classicist is deeply embedded in understandings of 

the American Revolution and the presence of the classics in Jefferson’s writing is 
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undeniable.348 Those authors prepared to put aside classical window dressing do so 

in favour of later English writers and rarely consider early English history.349   

 

Few authors are willing to query the actual political impact of the classics on 

the active politics of the Founding Fathers, sometimes in the face of their own 

evidence.  Richard notes that the quotations in Jefferson’s literary commonplace 

book are chiefly regarding the certainty of encountering sorrow and the need for 

patient endurance; in particular Jefferson seems fascinated by the passages Cicero 

wrote in the wake of his daughter’s death.350  Richard speculates that ‘the 

adolescent Jefferson copied them, along with numerous others, in the wake of his 

father’s passing’, thus implying that, for Jefferson, the classics were more of a 

spiritual solace than a political inspiration.351  By contrast, his political and legal 

commonplace books do not reflect a dominating classical interest although Richard 

observes that many of the authors featured here refer back to Tacitus352.  Yet 

Richard fails to see this as an interest in English history, in spite of the subject 

matter discussed by Tacitus.  He twists it into an extension of Jefferson’s classical 
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interest, thus shying away from his early implication that Jefferson’s politics were 

less influenced by the classics than had previously been supposed.  

 

According to Richard, the instructions to the Virginia delegates in 1774 

(published in pamphlet form as The Summary Rights of British America) are a 

manifestation of ‘Jefferson’s love of Tacitus’, as indeed are his other references to 

British history:  

 

Jefferson viewed the ancient republics through the prism of British 
Whiggery.  He often portrayed ancient republicans, such as Cicero, as 
early British Whigs.  But the Whig writers Jefferson read were 
themselves classicists.  Many of their ideas and most of their examples 
were taken from ancient Greece and Rome.  Hence Jefferson did not 
distinguish between the classical tradition and the British Whig 
tradition, as modern historians do.  A party in a three-way dialogue, he 
saw only one party sitting across from him, a party that he might have 
labelled ‘Other Friends of Liberty.353

 

This perspective appears naïve in the light of Jefferson’s library, discussed in the 

previous chapter.  There it was argued that although Jefferson had read whig 

progressivist historians and also Whig political writers of Britain, he made a 

sustained attempt to stock his Great Library with the primary British sources of 

Anglo-Saxon and early Norman history, thus establishing his understanding of 

British history independent of either the classical or whig writers.354  Jefferson 

made a strong effort to maintain a distinction between the classics and British 

history.  Nor does Richard allow for Jefferson’s active pursuit of the non-classical 

in the Whig histories he was reading.  ‘Many of their ideas and most of their 

examples were taken from ancient Greece and Rome’ and yet Jefferson learned the 

Anglo-Saxon language to pursue those ideas that fell outside this majority.  His 

interest in British history cannot be written off as a classical pursuit so easily.  

Although he partook of the Whig tradition he also gave back to it, altering it from 

what it had been in the process through diligent primary research.  What we see 
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throughout Jefferson’s early political writing is the direct result of his own research 

into English history, as will be considered in a moment. 

 

 

In order to understand the nuances of Jefferson’s appeal to early English 

precedent it is necessary to consider colonial understandings of the origin of 

American history and their rights as Englishmen. Jefferson’s most eloquent appeal 

was on behalf of ‘British America’.  What did the term signify to his readers?  

When did America’s Founding Fathers date the beginning of ‘American’ history, 

and why?   

 

The answer involves many regional differences, but there are two broad 

trends that can roughly be divided into North and South, and as this has 

considerable significance for the development of later American history it is worth 

taking some time to consider in detail.  With over a hundred years of settlement 

from which Americans could draw their own history only the North took advantage 

of this period – in Virginia, Americans remained resolutely English in their self-

perception.  The northern colonists took a distinctly self-congratulatory approach; 

perceiving themselves as the best of everything England had to offer, they 

consciously distinguished themselves as ‘chosen’.355  For a generation they 

glorified their pioneering past in a way that is familiar today.  Then abruptly there 

was a shift, so that in the fifty years prior to the revolution the settlers in 

Massachusetts were more English than they had been since the first pilgrim 

landed.356 The reasons for this lie to a large extent in the patterns of trade 

development, and to a lesser extent in the influences from the South and in the 

behaviour of England’s rulers.  For both North and South the war between France 
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and England would provoke the Americans to a sense of cultural loyalty to Britain, 

uniting with the familiar against the Catholic strangers.357  

 

By 1776 there was a potential American history waiting to be tapped, but 

for elite Virginians it was not a personal history.  Hegemen suggested that ‘in order 

for the idea of an identity in shared history to make sense, one must infer a common 

genealogical, hence racial, relationship to those who actually experienced that 

event.’358 This immediately rules out the experiences of those who occupied 

America prior to the actual settlement of the ancestors of Virginia’s educated elite, 

because it was the elite who would build the picture of American history based on 

their own genealogy. The cavaliers came in late but reset the clocks to coincide 

with their arrival.  Renan has argued for the role of the hero in constructing the 

national history. ‘A heroic past, great men, glory … this is the social capital upon 

which one bases a national idea…. ‘We are what you were; we will be what you 

are'—is, in its simplicity, the abridged hymn of every patrie’.359  For the ruling elite 

of Virginia their heroes were their British and classical ancestors.  This appears to 

be true even for those whose immediate ancestors had been born in America; most 

still had relatives in England, many had more recent immigrants for spouses.   The 

local elite was established on the basis of English connections.  Jefferson’s personal 

history had included titled nobility, and he was interested in the details of that 

ancestry. In 1771 he requested Thomas Adams ‘to search the Herald's office for the 

arms of my family. I have what I have been told are the family arms, but on what 

authority I know not. It is possible there may be none. If so, I would with your 

assistance become a purchaser, having Sterne's word for it that a coat of arms may 
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be purchased as cheap as any other coat.’  360  For Jefferson, as for his peers, 

Virginia’s genealogical history was in England.   

 

By contrast, New Englanders had patterns of settlement that promoted the 

importance of the family and ties with colonial rather than British history. The 

occupants of Massachusetts had already forged a very personal history within their 

geographic boundaries and were measuring the passage of time by the number of 

generations from the Pilgrims, who had already become heroes.  Furthermore, the 

Pilgrims did not need recourse to their geographic place of origin.  Their mentality 

was that they had brought the very best of England with them and would not look 

back.361 ‘God sifted a whole Nation that he might send a choice Grain over into this 

wilderness.’362  

 

This mentality did not survive the increased efforts that Britain made in the 

eighteenth century, tightening political control to coincide with increasing 

transatlantic trade.  The latter had opened new routes and spurred commercial 

interaction between Old and New England, providing new paths for cultural 

influence.363 The effects of this increased contact were already felt in 1748 when a 

ten year old girl embroidered on a sampler: ‘Sarah Silsbe is my name I belong to 

the English nation Boston and Christ is my salvation.’364 Yet the most significant 

factor in developing English nostalgia in the colonies in the eighteenth century was 

the polarizing impact of the Seven Years War.  English and French conflict meant 

that colonies took sides, offered a choice of French or English heritage.  ‘There is 

                                                 
360 Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson  p233 
361 Conforti, Imagining New England: Explorations of Regional Identity from the 
Pilgrims to the Mid-Twentieth Century  p13 
362 Thomas Foxcroft, Observations Historical and Practical, on the Rise and 
Primitive State of New England, a Century Sermon (1730) pp. 11, 16, 22-23  The 
title of this piece seems to indicate a century anniversary of New England. 
363 Conforti, Imagining New England: Explorations of Regional Identity from the 
Pilgrims to the Mid-Twentieth Century  pp35-6 
364 Silsbe is quoted in T.H. Breen, "Ideology and Nationalism on the Eve of the 
American Revolution: Revisions Once More in Need of Revising," Journal of 
American History 84 (1997): p28 

 135



no more effective way of bonding together the disparate sections of restless peoples 

than to unite them against outsiders.’365  Perceptions of Catholic France would 

designate them increasingly as ‘outsiders’ and strengthen the bond with England by 

simple comparison.366  

 

The protestant leaders of the northern colonies had introduced English 

nationalism at a grass-roots level, alongside a fierce local pride.367  Note that 

Boston is referenced after England in terms of Sarah’s belonging but ahead of 

Christ in Sarah’s salvation!  Desire for association with victory also played a part in 

this increased sense of community.  The Seven Years War established England as 

the dominant power in North America and inspired a bout of pride in the members 

of the British Empire on hand to witness this victory.368  

 

The similarities between England and America did not however seem to ease 

the former’s treatment of the latter, and although Americans were regarded as 

British citizens it was a second-class citizenship.369  Washington had complained 

about his subordination to lower ranking officers with a royal commission, and the 

disdain with which American troops had been dealt by their British counterparts.370  

The shared history of the two nations exacerbated their political differences during 

and after the war with France, leaving Americans the problem of repudiating 

British authority without relinquishing the glory associated with the English past or 

the international standing associated with the superiority of the British empire over 

European rivals. 
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Jefferson wrote the Summary View of the Rights of British America (hereafter 

the Summary View) in 1774, in the midst of the crisis over the legislation popularly 

known in England as ‘the Coercive Acts’.371  Known in America as ‘the Intolerable 

Acts’, this series of legislation was introduced under the government of Lord North 

with the active encouragement of George III.372  The function of the legislation was 

to restore order in Massachusetts after the Boston Tea Party and other acts of 

defiance, and comprised the Administration of Justice Act (May 20), Massachusetts 

Government Act (May 20), the Boston Port Act (June 1), and the Quartering Act 

(June 2). Parliamentary support for this severe legislation was by no means 

unanimous; notable voices to speak against it included Edmund Burke and Lord 

Chatham, who were concerned about the potential for resentment against authority 

that was brewing in America.373  In fact the Coercive Acts provoked such an 

outraged response in America that they provided the catalyst for the First 

Continental Congress in Philadelphia, September 1774.374  

 

In the Summary View of the Rights of British America Jefferson expounded 

the view that the British Parliament had no authority in the colonies.  He argued 

that Americans had the right to leave England and establish a new society, retaining 

the same rights that Englishmen had but relinquishing all obligations except to the 

King himself.  Jefferson was not advocating change, he was arguing for recognition 

of an existing state of affairs.  In Jefferson’s view the only actual relationship that 

America had with England was allegiance to the king, and furthermore this 
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allegiance was entirely voluntary, not owed through the legalities of feudal tenure.  

He cited the Anglo-Saxons as his precedent, drawing attention to three features of 

these early occupants of Britain that were shared by the Americans.  Firstly 

Jefferson noted that the Anglo-Saxon invasion of Britain was not state sponsored 

and therefore was not an expansion of their nation but an emigration from it.  

Secondly the Anglo-Saxons had answered to a universal law that gave them the 

right to such emigration at will.  Finally, the Anglo-Saxons had never voluntarily 

surrendered to the Norman feudal system, instead holding their lands in allodial 

tenure, and therefore owed no obligatory allegiance.  They could choose whether to 

continue supporting their king. The extraordinary assertion that America was 

already independent of British authority was wholly reliant on this Anglo-Saxon 

precedent.  Ironically, in order to make the claim that America was already 

independent of British authority Jefferson had to recourse to English history, to 

illustrate both the accuracy of his viewpoint and the dire consequences of failing to 

recognize it.  This was not an idea that could come from a classical background, it 

was exclusively Germanic in origin, and Jefferson was explicit in drawing the 

English parallel.   

 

Jefferson offered a specifically Anglo-Saxon precedent in support of 

American independence.  The first parallel he drew between American colonists 

and the Anglo-Saxons was in the nature of the settlement.  According to the 

Summary View both America and England were settled at the expense of private 

explorers: 

 

it is thought that no circumstance has occurred to distinguish 
materially the British from the Saxon emigration. America was 
conquered, and her settlements made, and firmly established, at the 
expence [sic] of individuals, and not of the British public.375

 

By implication, Jefferson clearly believed that the Saxons too were noble individual 

emigrants rather than a state sponsored invasion.  This is an important division 
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because it allowed Jefferson to reconcile his argument that the American 

emigration could result in an independent country with the notion that American 

westward expansion would result in an increase in America’s size rather than 

produce a neighbouring nation.  As long as the American government contributed 

materially to westward expansion the settlers to the west would not have the right 

to break away and form a rival country.    

 

This argument also made it possible for influential Englishmen to support 

American secession without losing the entire British Empire; they need only 

demonstrate government contributions to the occupation of the other colonies 

whilst agreeing that such a contribution was not made to the exploration of 

America.   

 

As Jefferson invoked legal precedent he encountered a problem of 

jurisdiction. The second parallel that Jefferson invoked between Anglo-Saxons and 

Americans was that they were both acting in accordance with a higher law, rather 

than subjects of their native governments, and that both had occupied lands that 

were largely uninhabited: 

 

That their Saxon ancestors had, under this universal law, in like 
manner left their native wilds and woods in the north of Europe, had 
possessed themselves of the island of Britain, then less charged with 
inhabitants, and had established there that system of laws which has so 
long been the glory and protection of that country.  

 

This ‘universal law’ that predated the Saxon emigration from northern Europe 

appealed to a concept that was very popular in eighteenth century Europe - that 

there was a single set of laws which constituted a higher authority – and associated 

that superior law with the English common law system.376  Jefferson’s emphasis on 

                                                 
376 On the theory of universal law, particularly as developed in America see 
Wallace McClure, World Legal Order: Possible Contributions by the People of the 
United States (Chapel Hill, NC, 1960): “it has been maintained through the 
�centuries (perhaps as long as the mind of man has insisted upon the �existence of 
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the universality of man’s rights was the culmination of a dramatic shift in thought 

away from the rights of British citizens.  Jefferson neglected to mention how the 

invasion of an existing civilization sat with the universal law.  The phrase ‘then less 

charged with inhabitants’ is the only reference that Jefferson makes to the violent 

invasion that preceded the Saxon settlement of Britain.   

 

The third common feature of American and Anglo-Saxon migrants was the 

allodial tenure of their land.  Jefferson argued in the Summary View that since the 

Normans had never conquered America then they did not hold lands from the king, 

with feudal obligations attached. Thus having established that Americans owed 

obligation only to the king and not to his parliament, Jefferson severely curtailed 

the extent of that obligation to the king. 

 

…our ancestors, before their emigration to America, were the free 
inhabitants of the British dominions in Europe, and possessed a right 
which nature has given to all men, of departing from the country in 
which chance, not choice, has placed them, of going in quest of new 
habitations, and of there establishing new societies, under such laws 
and regulations as to them shall seem most likely to promote public 
happiness.377  

 

This careful phrasing enabled the Americans to maintain the point of origin in 

Britain in which Virginians in particular took so much pride, without 

acknowledging any tie to the undesirable aspects of that culture, or any British 

authority.  His use of the expression ‘chance, not choice,’ in relation to the country 

of origin carries a suggestion of natural difference from their British relatives, as 

though they had been inherently misplaced in their origin at birth.   

 

Jefferson grew increasingly specific in his use of Anglo-Saxon precedent and 

expounded at length the precise nature of Anglo-Saxon land tenure.  The legal 

                                                                                                                                                 
compulsory norms of behavior) that there is a universal �law, binding upon all 
human beings, superior to any system of local �or regional rules, customs, or 
enactments both in obligation and in the �quality of ensuring justice.” p18 
377 Jefferson, A Summary View of the Rights of British America  p6 
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origins of his interest in and understanding of Anglo-Saxon history were made 

explicit in the following passage: 

 

That we shall at this time also take notice of an error in the nature of 
our land holdings, which crept in at a very early period of our 
settlement. The introduction of the feudal tenures into the kingdom of 
England, though antient, is well enough understood to set this matter 
in a proper light. In the earlier ages of the Saxon settlement feudal 
holdings were certainly altogether unknown; and very few, if any, had 
been introduced at the time of the Norman conquest. Our Saxon 
ancestors held their lands, as they did their personal property, in 
absolute dominion, disencumbered with any superior, answering 
nearly to the nature of those possessions which the feudalists term 
allodial. William, the Norman, first introduced that system generally. 
The lands which had belonged to those who fell in the battle of 
Hastings, and in the subsequent insurrections of his reign, formed a 
considerable proportion of the lands of the whole kingdom. These he 
granted out, subject to feudal duties, as did he also those of a great 
number of his new subjects, who, by persuasions or threats, were 
induced to surrender them for that purpose. But still much was left in 
the hands of his Saxon subjects; held of no superior, and not subject to 
feudal conditions. These, therefore, by express laws, enacted to render 
uniform the system of military defence, were made liable to the same 
military duties as if they had been feuds; and the Norman lawyers 
soon found means to saddle them also with all the other feudal 
burthens. But still they had not been surrendered to the king, they 
were not derived from his grant, and therefore they were not holden of 
him… Feudal holdings were therefore but exceptions out of the Saxon 
laws of possession, under which all lands were held in absolute right. 
… America was not conquered by William the Norman, nor its lands 
surrendered to him, or any of his successors. Possessions there are 
undoubtedly of the allodial nature.378

 

In England, according to Jefferson’s portrait, only those Saxons who had fallen in 

battle to the Normans became feudal landholders by law, the rest had been cheated 

out of their lands by Norman lawyers.  They had not received their lands by royal 

grant, nor surrendered their lands to the king by choice, therefore whatever feudal 

obligations to king and country they were expected to carry were not legal.  

Similarly the American colonists did not hold their lands by royal grant, nor had 
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they voluntarily surrendered them.  Jefferson was all but explicitly informing the 

king that, like the Normans, he would have to enforce his will by battle if he 

wanted to impose feudal rights over American land. 

 

In Jefferson’s portrait America answered directly back to an Anglo-Saxon 

period unsullied by Norman impositions.  These, then, are the three common 

features of the Anglo-Saxons who occupied England and the Englishmen who 

occupied America; they both explored and settled their new lands at the cost of 

privateers rather than by government contribution, they were both acting under a 

higher law on which the common law was based, and they both held their lands by 

allodial rather than by feudal tenure. Americans became the heirs to the best of 

British history, while still being able to reject the current government of Britain as 

descendants of the Norman oppressors. 

 

Jefferson also used the Anglo-Saxon precedent as a warning to the British of 

the consequences of claiming authority over the Americans.  If the English could 

exercise authority over the Americans on the basis that they shared a king and a 

heritage, perhaps the Germans would attempt to exercise the same authority over 

the English: 

 

Nor was ever any claim of superiority or dependence asserted over 
[the Anglo-Saxons] by that mother country from which they had 
migrated…were such a claim made, it is believed that his majesty's 
subjects in Great Britain have too firm a feeling of the rights derived 
to them from their ancestors, to bow down the sovereignty of their 
state before such visionary pretensions.379  

 

As an isolated statement it is too bold to claim that this was an oblique reference to 

the ruling House of Hanover, but at the end of the Summary Rights Jefferson made 

a far more direct reference to the troubles between Englishmen and the Hanoverian 

monarchs: 
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When in the course of the late war it became expedient that a body of 
Hanoverian troops should be brought over for the defense of Great 
Britain, his majesty's grandfather, our late sovereign, did not pretend 
to introduce them under any authority he possessed. Such a measure 
would have given just alarm to his subjects in Great Britain, whose 
liberties would not be safe if armed men of another country, and of 
another spirit, might be brought into the realm at any time without the 
consent of their legislature. … In like manner is his majesty restrained 
in every part of the empire. He possesses, indeed, the executive power 
of the laws in every state; but they are the laws of the particular state 
which he is to administer within that state, and not those of any one 
within the limits of another. 

 

This was an explicit warning to the king that English troops could not legally be 

present on American soil without the express consent of American legislature.  It 

was a blatant plea for support from those English governing officials who had 

expressed concern about the presence of Hanoverian troops in England. 380 This 

was also a grim warning in the face of the continual occupation of America by 

English troops, in circumstances of ‘dislike, distrust, and occasional open hostility’ 

with Americans.381

 

It is noteworthy that Jefferson describes Americans as ‘free inhabitants of the 

British dominions in Europe’; this could be legitimately interpreted as an attempt to 

diminish the authority of English residency.  ‘The British dominions in Europe’ is 

certainly an unusual way to describe England, Scotland and Wales, one that 

suggests a European equivalent of overseas possessions rather than a central control 

of the empire.  If English residents and American residents are both ‘free 

inhabitants of British dominions’; by implication they are equal, with the same 

capacity to make laws for themselves.   
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The Summary View has been likened to a document written in 1766 by 

Richard Bland: An Inquiry into the Rights of the British Colonies.382  Like 

Jefferson, Bland argued that the Americans had the same rights as Englishmen.  He 

too traced the development of English law from the Anglo-Saxons, and asserted the 

right of all men to quit their society and form a new one of their own choosing.  Yet 

Bland did not believe that there was any precedent for the settlement of America.  

He appeared to rule out the Anglo-Saxons on the same grounds on which he more 

explicitly ruled out the Roman expansion; they were moving into already occupied 

territories.  America, according to Bland, had been almost devoid of occupants.  

Possibly it was in order to draw a parallel between Saxons and Americans that 

Jefferson dropped Bland’s account of the pre-Saxon occupants of Britain, more 

likely it was a sign of greater independent scholarship on Jefferson’s part. 

 

Jefferson knew of Bland’s work; he wrote of it in 1814: 

 

I am not certain if more might not be said of Colonel Richard 
Bland…He wrote the first pamphlet on the nature of the connection 
with Great Britain which had any pretension to accuracy of view on 
that subject, but it was a singular one.383

 

It is very unlikely that Jefferson was unaware of Bland’s pamphlet at the time of its 

publication, located as he was in Williamsburg and interested in the political 

writings of the day.  It seems safe to work on Koch’s assumption that Jefferson read 

it prior to writing the Summary View.  That being the case, the comparison between 

the two documents is enlightening.  The two major departures that Jefferson made 

from Bland - the omission of Vortigern and the Britons, and the use of the Saxons 
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as a precedent for American independence - were significant enough to keep 

Jefferson at the forefront of Anglo-Saxon scholarship in his day. 

 

The first difference between Jefferson and Bland is the story they tell of the 

Anglo-Saxon settlement of England.  Bland wrote: 

 

Now it is a Fact, as certain as History can make it, that the present 
civil Constitution of England derives its Original from those Saxons 
who, coming over to the Assistance of the Britons in the Time of their 
King Vortigern, made themselves Masters of the Kingdom, and 
established a Form of Government in it similar to that they had been 
accustomed to live under in their native Country.384

 

This is a very different story to Jefferson’s abrupt summary of pre-Saxon Britain; 

according to Jefferson the Anglo-Saxons had ‘possessed themselves of the island of 

Britain, then less charged with inhabitants’.  Jefferson deliberately refrained from 

mentioning the invitation from Vortigern and the conquest of the native Britons.  

Why?  Was it simply a means of increasing the parallel between the Saxon 

occupation of Britain and the English occupation of America?  

 

Bland did not believe that there was any precedent for what had happened in 

the colonisation of America.  

 

The planting Colonies from Britain is but of recent date, and nothing 
relative to such Plantation can be collected from the ancient Laws of 
the Kingdom…All the colonies (except those of Georgia and Nova 
Scotia) formed from the English Nation, in North America, were 
planted in a manner, and under a Dependence, of which there is not an 
Instance in all the Colonies of the Ancients…385

 

He goes on to explain that Roman colonies differed in that they existed in the midst 

of vanquished nations.  Although Bland does not explicitly mention the Anglo-
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Saxons here, his reference to their history with Vortigern has already established 

that they too were a nation of conquerors settling in an occupied country. 

 

But the Colonies in North America…were founded by Englishmen; 
who, becoming private Adventurers, established themselves, without 
any Expense to the Nation, in this uncultivated and almost uninhabited 
Country; so that their Case is plainly distinguishable from that of the 
Roman or any other Colonies of the ancient World.386

 

 

Jefferson did not overtly contradict this view, but perhaps he had it in mind 

when he established early on that Britain was ‘less charged with inhabitants’ when 

the Anglo-Saxons arrived, in order to make the comparison that he did between the 

Anglo-Saxon settlement in Britain and the British settlement in America.  Jefferson 

was certainly acquainted with the invitation that Bland refers to from Vortigern.  

Rapin-Thoyras gives a full account of the Vortigern story, including the romance 

with Rowena, and Jefferson is known to have held Rapin-Thoyras in high regard.387  

It may therefore be regarded as significant that he drops this background in favour 

of portraying Britain as virtually uninhabited. 

 

The second difference between the Summary Rights and Bland’s Enquiry is 

that the latter’s discussion of Anglo-Saxon law is not an attempt to establish 

American rights on the basis of their descent from those people.  He mentions the 

Anglo-Saxons to establish the history of the rights of Englishmen to vote, first 

directly and then through representation.  For Bland, Americans do not inherit their 

rights from their Saxon forefathers, but have exercised their natural right to leave 

England and set up a society in which they can decide for themselves what their 

rights are; and they have decided to revert to the ‘purity’ of the original Anglo-

Saxon system. In other words, Americans chose to give themselves the same rights 

that Englishmen are supposed to have.  Jefferson was the first American to make a 
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connection to the Anglo-Saxons that would claim rights on the basis of an 

inheritance.   

 

Jefferson’s view of Bland’s essay is available to us only in a single letter, 

written to William Wirt in 1814.  He wrote of Bland: 

 

He was the most learned and logical man of those who took prominent 
lead in public affairs, profound in constitutional lore, a most 
ungraceful speaker, (as were Peyton Randolph and Robinson, in a 
remarkable degree.) He wrote the first pamphlet on the nature of the 
connection with Great Britain which had any pretension to accuracy of 
view on that subject, but it was a singular one.  He would set out on 
sound principles, pursue them logically till he found them leading to 
the precipice which he had to leap, start back alarmed, then resume his 
ground, go over it in another direction, be led again by the correctness 
of his reasoning to the same place, and again back about, and try other 
processes to reconcile right and wrong, but finally left his reader and 
himself bewildered between the steady index of the compass in their 
hand, and the phantasm to which it seemed to point. 388

 

The precipice to which Jefferson referred appears to be the total independence from 

Britain on the basis of the Saxon ancestry.  Bland offered the same Anglo-Saxon 

background as Jefferson but clearly failed to make the connection that the 

Americans could use the Saxons’ independence from Germany as a precedent for 

their own independence.  Nor was he specific in his statement that the Normans 

imposed on the English common law by right of conquest and that therefore these 

impositions could be ignored in America without rejecting the foundation of 

English law. 

 

Bland’s unwillingness to jump off this precipice raises concerns about the 

universal acceptability of Jefferson’s interpretation of American/English history.  

According to Jefferson himself, the Summary View ‘was not written for 

publication’ but rather ‘a draft I had prepared for a petition to the King, which I 
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meant to propose in my place as a member of the convention of 1774.’389  Jefferson 

was unable to present his ideas himself due to illness, but he sent his draft to the 

Speaker, who found after submitting it to the members that ‘it was thought too 

strong for the times, and to become the act of the Convention, but was printed by 

subscription of the members.’390 The publication of the Summary Rights won 

Jefferson sufficient acclaim to see Congress assign him to the committee to prepare 

the document that would become America’s Declaration of Independence.391 That 

Jefferson was trusted to write the latter on the basis of the former could be taken as 

indicative of the resonance of the Summary Rights with his fellow American 

leaders, in spite of their unwillingness to see his references to the Anglo-Saxon 

origin of freedom reprinted as part of any official document.  

 

 

Whatever similarities Jefferson displayed to the Whig party of the 

seventeenth century, there was at least one important diversion from the Whig 

arguments - the omission of property from citizen rights.  The opening phrase of the 

Declaration sets it apart from the ‘traditional rights of Englishmen’ that Jefferson 

had previously stressed. 392  As enumerated by Blackstone, the ‘traditional rights of 

Englishmen’ are life, liberty and property.393  Yet the Declaration asserts: 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal: 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, 
and among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 394
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Equality is right at the top of Jefferson’s definition of democracy and as we have 

seen above happiness replaces entitlement to property, which is the only right that 

Jefferson did not adopt from the English Bill of Rights.  Jefferson was a product of 

a land holding nobility, yet he never defended the right of all Americans to be 

owners of land themselves.  Jefferson’s discussion of Saxon land tenure offers the 

historian an insight into the men for whom Jefferson was speaking. ‘Our Saxon 

ancestors held their lands, as they did their personal property, in absolute dominion, 

disencumbered with any superior…’  By its very nature this passage excludes a 

large chunk of the American population from Jefferson’s ‘us’; namely those who 

are not landholders and all those who are not descended from the Saxons.  The 

possible significance of this latter point is explored further in chapter five.395   

 

The language of American government was first formally defined in the 

Articles of Confederation.  In June 1776 the Continental Congress began to work 

on a plan for a central government. It took five years for it to be approved, first by 

members of Congress and then by the states.  It was composed by a body that 

directed most of its attention to fighting and winning the War for Independence and 

ultimately would prove unwieldy and inadequate to resolve the issues that faced the 

United States in its earliest years.  Yet the language of nationhood laid down in this 

document would largely survive the transition to the Constitution adopted on the 4th 

March 1789.   

 

In spite of the repeated assertions that its authors were classicists, the most 

superficial analysis of the Articles of Confederation reveals a suspicious absence of 

the language of Roman government, either in its imperial or republican phases.  

Instead its influences are to be found in British history (itself of course heavily 

influenced by the classics, so one might argue the indirect influence).  Magna Carta 

and the various confirmations of this document were referenced by the Founders, as 

were The Petition of Right (1628), the Habeas Corpus Act (1679), and 

overwhelmingly the Bill of Rights (1689). In recent American history there was 
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also Benjamin Franklin’s Albany Plan (1754) and of course the Declaration of 

Independence for the Founding Fathers to draw upon.  In its earliest incarnations 

the constitution was clearly a product of British rather than classical history. 

 

So often referred to, even in this thesis, as ‘the American Republic’, the new 

nation was actually referred to in formal documents as ‘The United States of 

America’, from the Declaration of Independence onwards.  It was ‘The United 

States of America’ that was used formally in the Articles of Confederation.  

Jefferson is the first known user of the expression, although he was undoubtedly 

influenced by Thomas Paine’s ‘Free and Independent States of America’ (February 

1776).   The terms ‘United Colonies’, ‘United Colonies of America’, and ‘United 

Colonies of North America’ were also being used in 1775 and 1776.  Neither 

‘Empire’ nor ‘Republic’ were ever used formally to designate the new nation, 

words that would have had a greater resonance for classical enthusiasts. 

 

Avid readers of Cato and Cicero might have been expected to designate a 

Senate to be the first governing body of the new nation.  Although the Revolution 

officially created thirteen independent nations in the first instance, these ‘states’ 

were to be presided over by a central body, but it does not appear that the term 

Senate was ever applied to this group.  The ‘Congress of the United States’ did not 

meet for the first time until the 4th March 1789, but from the beginning of the 

Revolution the term ‘Congress’ had been in use, firstly in the ‘Continental 

Congresses’ of 1774, 1775, and 1776, and then in the ‘Congress of the 

Confederation’, representing the several states under the Articles of Confederation, 

from 1781 to 1789.  Both ‘Congress’ and ‘Confederation’ have Latin origins, but 

neither comes from Classical government.   

 

According to the constitution of 1789, when the term Senate was finally 

adopted, the head of the United States was designated a President, a term unknown 

in Roman Government although preside also has a Latin stem. The Articles of 

Confederation also used the term President but here the term was restricted to 
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President of Congress.  If the Founding Fathers were classically influenced then 

where are their Consuls, their Dictator, their praetors and quaestors?   

 

Despite the heavy emphasis that has always been placed on the Classics, it 

can be clearly seen that during the revolution itself Jefferson’s emphasis was on the 

shared early history of England and America. Early in the Summary Rights 

Jefferson states categorically the descent of Americans from the British.  Using 

Anglo-Saxon precedent Jefferson demonstrated that according to both English 

common law and the universal law of man the British government had absolutely 

no authority in the American colonies, and the presence of English soldiers in 

America was therefore illegal.   

 

Jefferson’s argument for drawing upon an Anglo-Saxon precedent was 

compelling.  According to Jefferson’s Summary View, there were three features that 

the Englishmen who had settled in America shared with the original Anglo-Saxons 

who had occupied Britain a thousand years earlier.  Firstly, they were not a state-

sponsored expedition, and therefore their former governments had no legal hold 

over them.  Secondly, both answered to the same system of common law, which 

was in turn subject to a universal law of man.  Finally, neither Anglo-Saxons nor 

Americans had surrendered their allodial land rights to the Norman feudal system, 

and were therefore not obliged to remain faithful to the descendants of the Norman 

kings.  

 

In stressing the independence of America, Jefferson did not relinquish his English 

history.  Colonial understandings of their historical background allowed for the use 

of English history for this purpose.  The Virginian elite, in particular, placed great 

significance on their English heritage, and Jefferson’s suggestion that they could 

retain the glory of the British Empire and the value of a thousand years of ancestral 

history without allowing the British government to maintain authority over 

America must have appealed to them.  The support for Jefferson’s ideas was 
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implied in the authority he was given over the Declaration of Independence on the 

writings sample provided in the Summary View. 

 

There was something more to Jefferson’s study than a simple recourse to the 

Whig political historians of the seventeenth century, although admittedly there are 

superficial similarities between the stance of the American statesman and that taken 

by the English Whigs.  In England politicians had been (and to some extent still 

were) drawing on their Anglo-Saxon ancestors to fuel the imagining of their 

community; on the other side of the Atlantic a similar process was used, but 

although it referenced some English sources it was developing independent of 

them.  The ultimate divergence of Jefferson from English Whigs is to be found in 

the depth of his Anglo-Saxon scholarship; the detailed study of the Anglo-Saxon 

language that Jefferson pursued forms the basis of the next chapter. 
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The English language has been greatly improved in Britain within a 
century, but its highest perfection, with every other branch of human 
knowledge, is perhaps reserved for this land of light and freedom…396

 

 

 

 

‘AN AMERICAN DIALECT’: JEFFERSON’S ANGLO-SAXON 

ESSAY 

 

Jefferson would draw again on the Anglo-Saxon precedent in a linguistic context.  

Language development formed an important part of American nation building after 

the revolution. Having established itself as an independent treaty-making entity it 

would quickly become a great embarrassment to the new nation to be so reliant on 

British culture, of which language was recognized as an integral part.  The first part 

of this chapter addresses the problems of ‘American’ identity, specifically linguistic 

identity, in the wake of the American Revolution, and the debates that raged over 

the use of the English language in the United States during the lifetime of Thomas 

Jefferson. 

 

Jefferson had already drawn heavily on the pre-Norman past in framing a 

separate American nation.  The initial rhetoric of revolution passed, Jefferson’s 

exploitation of the historical record became increasingly focussed on the linguistic 

study of Anglo-Saxon and he became very proficient in early forms of the English 

language. The depth of Jefferson’s scholarly understanding of Anglo-Saxon 

language was profound. A detailed study of Jefferson’s scholarship in this field 

reveals far more than can be deduced by identifying Jefferson to be part of a 

                                                 
396  Anon., The Royal American Magazine, or Universal Repository of Instruction 
and Amusement (Boston, 1774) 
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dialogue of Whig political history, or as part of a school of whig progressivist 

historians.  His understanding of Anglo-Saxon language was expressed at length in 

the Anglo-Saxon Essay, a study of which forms the nucleus of this chapter.  

Drawing upon this source material it becomes possible to address questions relating 

to Jefferson’s understanding of language and the value of introducing linguistic 

history into schools as an adjunct to maintaining republicanism.  

 

Very few twentieth (and twenty-first) century historians have assessed 

Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay, but those that have are consistent in their 

criticisms.397 Jefferson is insufficiently meticulous and he generalizes when he 

should be specific, subsequently mistaking trends for rules.  He does not consider 

Old English poetry, thus failing to realize the breadth of the linguistic challenge.  

He is mistaken in his dating, establishing as ‘Anglo-Saxon’ a period that includes a 

clear transition from Old English into Middle English. And ultimately he fails to 

prepare the student for a confrontation with an Old English original text.  These 

criticisms overlook the nature of Jefferson’s pursuit of Anglo-Saxon history.  

Jefferson’s fundamental intention was to bridge the gap between academic and 

amateur history with the intention of unlocking the values of Anglo-Saxonism for 

all educated Americans rather than the academic elite.  This chapter will argue that 

Jefferson’s scholarship was not wantonly abandoned but rather consciously 

sacrificed to pursue his goals.  Rather than a weakness, his neglect of Old English 

poetry demonstrates the specific nature of his interest, which was defined by the 

texts that were relevant to the pursuit of common law and the buttressing of 

English, especially the budding ‘American English’, neither of which was likely to 

be improved by a study of the poetry available to Jefferson.  His dating of the ‘Old 

English period’ was inconsistent with the modern dating, but the logic behind 

                                                 
397 Arnold, "Thomas Jefferson: American Pioneer in the Study of Old English in 
America" , Frantzen and Niles, eds., Anglo-Saxonism and the Construction of 
Social Identity , Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and 
Teaching the Tradition , Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon 
Language,"  , Henneman, "Two Pioneers in the Historical Study of English - 
Thomas Jefferson and Louis F Klipstein: A Contribution to the History of the Study 
of English in America,"   
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Jefferson’s dating choices was deliberate and has in some ways anticipated 

arguments that have been explored as recently as the last decade.  

 

Published in 1983, Stanley Hauer’s analysis of the Anglo-Saxon Essay 

remains the most detailed consideration of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon scholarship to 

date.  A fascinating enquiry into the grammatical modifications Jefferson pursued, 

Hauer’s understanding of Anglo-Saxon studies enables him to analyze Jefferson’s 

actual contribution to this field of study, although his failure to recognize 

Jefferson’s capacity for meeting scholarly standards blinded Hauer to the 

implications of Jefferson’s intentional diversions from what he clearly recognized 

were acceptable academic methods.  Hauer was perhaps limited by the tendency to 

judge Jefferson against modern linguistic studies rather than considering his 

scholarship in the context of his time.  Allen Frantzen’s study of Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxon interest did much to return Jefferson to the study of Anglo-Saxon 

historiography and the discussion of Jefferson’s strengths and limitations as a 

scholar in this chapter owes much to Frantzen’s work.  However, Frantzen was not 

committed to the exclusive study of Jefferson’s role.  His concern in looking at 

eighteenth century American Anglo-Saxonism was to demonstrate ‘the kinds of 

connections that are possible when Old English is seen through its connection to 

other subjects in the curriculum, and to periods in English and American history 

subsequent to the Anglo-Saxon age.’398  Frantzen did not address the Neology 

debates, or make any prolonged attempt to consider the political use to which 

Jefferson put his study of archaic language.  

 

In fact, there has been a lack of consideration of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon 

study in the context of the Neologism debates, or in the separation of British and 

American English, nor has anyone appeared to give really careful consideration to 

the implications of Jefferson’s attitude for his educational reforms.  George Phillip 

Krapp did consider Jefferson’s fascination with Neologism, but without reference 

                                                 
398 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p17 
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to his Anglo-Saxon studies. ‘What he desired to secure in the matter of language 

was co-operation between England and America…’ 399 Krapp tells us; Jefferson’s 

writings do not support such a conclusion, as will be discussed below.400  In 

Baugh’s recent history of the English language he is similarly brief in his 

consideration. ‘Thomas Jefferson thought that we were more tolerant of innovations 

in speech than the people of England and that these innovations might eventually 

justify calling the language of America by another name than English.”401  It is 

beyond Baugh’s scope to enquire into the background of Jefferson’s conclusion.  

This chapter will attempt to rectify this lacuna, and consider Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxon scholarship in the context of his political and what might be called his 

nationalist ambitions. 

 

Before embarking on the linguistic debates that provide the backdrop to 

Jefferson’s use of the Anglo-Saxon language it is worth taking some time to 

consider the source material for Jefferson’s views.  The Anglo-Saxon Essay is a 

complex document to draw upon, as it is neither a unitary piece of work nor one 

that Jefferson himself published, and its composition date is uncertain. Neither a 

full-length exposition, nor intended as a textbook, An Essay Towards Facilitating 

Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and Modern Dialects of the English Language was 

primarily a criticism of the existing manner of teaching, and an argument for the 

introduction of Anglo-Saxon into the syllabus of the University of Virginia.  This is 

the chief manuscript of interest in the expression of Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon views.  

Commonly known as ‘the Anglo-Saxon Essay,’ this collection of Jefferson’s 

Anglo-Saxon writings was published by the University of Virginia in 1851.402  

 

                                                 
399 George Phillip Krapp, The English Language in America (New York, 1925) 
p280 
400 See in particular pp168-172 of this thesis. 
401 Albert Baugh and Thomas Cable, A History of the English Language, 3rd 
edition ed. (New Jersey, 1993) p422 
402 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language  
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The 1851 edition is divided into five separate segments dealing with different 

aspects of the Anglo-Saxon language; the longest of these is separated into further 

sub-segments.  Part One is a letter to Herbert Croft of London, dated 30 October 

1798.403  Part Two is the Essay on the Anglo-Saxon Language, which is often 

referred to as the ‘Essay Proper’, a convenience I will employ throughout this 

thesis.404  It is 5,400 words long and is broken into a brief introduction and four 

chapters: ‘Alphabet,’ ‘Orthography,’ ‘Pronunciation,’ and ‘Grammar’. The last is 

the most extensive, considering in turn the gender, cases, numbers, verbs and 

moods, supines and gerunds of the Anglo-Saxon.405  Part Three is a postscript 

rebuffing Bosworth’s Elements of Anglo-Saxon Grammar.   Part Four is an 

addendum entitled Observations on Anglo-Saxon Grammar.  Part Five is A 

specimen of the form in which Anglo-Saxon writings still extant might be 

advantageously published and comprises portions of the Anglo-Saxon prose 

Genesis from the Heptateuch.406

 

 There are many unanswered questions relating to this document.  That 

Jefferson himself did not publish the manuscript that formed the basis of the 1851 

edition Anglo-Saxon Essay raises issues about his intended audience, and the level 

of satisfaction he felt in the views included in it.  The later of the two drafts of the 

Essay Proper available to us today appears to be fit for publication, and has been 

described as a finished draft407  – why did Jefferson not publish it? It is hard also to 

know who saw Jefferson’s complete work prior to his death; his own references to 

                                                 
403 Arnold, "Thomas Jefferson: American Pioneer in the Study of Old English in 
America"  chapter 3 
404Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language," p884 
405 Eleanor Davidson Berman, Thomas Jefferson among the Arts: An Essay in Early 
American Aesthetics (New York, 1947) p240 
406 The 1851 edition has been the source for all subsequent texts, but there are two 
earlier versions still extant.  Jefferson’s own manuscript of the essay still survives 
in the archives of the Alderman Library in Charlottesville, both as an early draft 
and a later, more polished draft.  Jefferson’s manuscripts contain only three of the 
five parts that were published together in 1851, and did not include the letter to 
Croft, or the ‘Observations.’  It also quoted the Genesis in its entirety rather than in 
abbreviated form.   
407Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language," p885  
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making available his ‘notes’ frequently sound like a shorter version than the full-

length essay.   

 

An immediate concern that arises from Jefferson’s failure to publish his work 

himself is that it might have been the product of his retirement. This chapter deals 

with a broad timeframe. Jefferson’s influence over American nation building after 

the revolution encompassed some forty to fifty years, to a greater or lesser extent, 

and we should expect there to be some variation in his views across this period.408  

To what extent then could we conclude on the basis of the Anglo-Saxon Essay that 

Jefferson was an Anglo-Saxon scholar in place of, or perhaps in addition to being a 

whig historian for the bulk of his career?   

 

The letter that opened the 1851 edition is dated October 30, 1798, so this 

might appear to be a date at which Jefferson had completed his study of Anglo-

Saxon as he committed it to writing in the Essay.  The prefacing letter stated that: 

 

While engaged in [the study of Anglo-Saxon] some ideas occurred for 
facilitating the study by simplifying its grammar, by reducing the 
infinite diversities of its unfixed orthography to single and settled 
forms, indicating at the same time the pronunciation of the word by its 
correspondence with the characters and powers of the English 
alphabet. Some of these ideas I noted at the time on the blank leaves 
of my Elstob's Anglo-Saxon Grammar: but there I have left 
them…Thinking that I cannot submit those ideas to a better judge than 
yourself…I will copy them as a sequel to this letter, and commit them 
without reserve to your better knowledge of the subject.409

 

 

It has been assumed that the copy of notes Jefferson referred to in the letter 

was the Essay Proper, as the 1905 editors of Jefferson’s papers explained:  

                                                 
408 This is obviously dependent on when we consider the revolution to be complete 
and nation building to begin.  Jefferson, like Adams, managed to die on the fiftieth 
anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. 
409  Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay, reprinted in Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The 
Writings of Thomas Jefferson  pp363-4     
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Jefferson sent his "Essay" to Herbert Croft, an eminent Englishman 
who was preparing an etymological dictionary, and the letter to him 
which precedes the "Essay" was no doubt intended to take the place of 
the customary preface.410

 

It is unlikely, however, that the Essay Proper was the ‘notes’ that this letter referred 

to or that it was ever attached to the Herbert Croft letter. Jefferson’s letter is not at 

all specific on the nature of those notes.  The best description we have of them is 

contained in a letter Jefferson wrote to Adams: 

 

In a letter which I had occasion to write to Mr. Crofts (who sent you, I 
believe, as well as myself, a copy of his treatise on the English and 
German languages, as preliminary to an Etymological dictionary he 
meditated) I went into explanations with him of an easy process for 
simplifying the study of the Anglo-Saxon, and lessening the terrors, 
and difficulties presented by its rude Alphabet, and unformed 
orthography. But this is a subject beyond the bounds of a letter, as it 
was beyond the bounds of a Report to the legislature. Mr. Crofts died, 
I believe, before any progress was made in the work he had 
projected.411

 

For Jefferson to refer to the ideas he sent to Herbert Croft as explanations in a letter 

certainly implies a considerably more curtailed version than that which comprises 

the Essay Proper, although the latter may have been based on the former.  We 

cannot, therefore, rely on the dates in the Herbert Croft letter for dating the ideas 

contained in the Essay. 

 

It seems likely that Jefferson began the Essay Proper on learning of the death 

of Herbert Croft.  In the letter of 1798 Jefferson suggested to Croft: 

 

my busy life has not permitted me to indulge in a pursuit to which I 
felt great attraction... I have left [the notes in Elstob], and must leave 

                                                 
410 Ibid  p360 
411 Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, (Monticello, August 15, 1820), Library of 
Congress, The Thomas Jefferson Papers Series 1, General Correspondence, 1651-
1827 
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them, unpursued, although I still think them sound and useful...if you 
find them of any value you may put them to some use, either as hints 
in your dictionary, or in some other way…412

 

So in 1798 Jefferson did not intend to expand those notes into a publishable essay, 

nor did he confide to Croft any intention to introduce his ideas into the University 

of Virginia or any other academic venue.  

 

 Stanley Hauer’s arguments for dating the Essay Proper are very strong.  

Hauer argued that Jefferson must at least have revised the Essay Proper in 1821-22 

on the basis that he quotes from two texts that he did not purchase until 14 March 

1821: Parker’s Aelfredi Regis Res Gestae and Thwaites’ Heptateuchus.  Several 

important points rest on these texts, which Hauer argued could not have been 

accessible to Jefferson in their entirety prior to his purchase of them.  There is a 

problem with this supposition.  In brief, Jefferson was so selective in his choice of 

texts, and pursued particular texts so single mindedly that it seems likely he was 

exposed to them at least in part, but very possibly in full, prior to his purchase of 

them.  He was not incurious of other people’s libraries, particularly during his time 

on the continent, and neither book was new to the market.  Parker was published in 

1574 and Thwaites in 1698.   We cannot assume that Jefferson’s Essay Proper was 

either completed or revised after 1821-22 solely on the date at which he purchased 

these texts. 

 

 Hauer’s interpretation of Jefferson’s postscript is stronger evidence of the 

earlier date. The 1825 postscript, he argued, clearly indicated a post-1819 

composition date for the essay proper. The spirit of that post-script is repeated in 

even greater clarity in a postscript to Jefferson’s earlier draft, dated 4 April 1822: 

 

In the plan of the University of Virginia submitted to the legislature in 

                                                 
412 Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxon Essay, reprinted in Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The 
Writings of Thomas Jefferson  pp363-4 
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1818413, the study of the Anglo-S. was proposed as a regular part of 
education, and on its adoption…I committed to writing the preceding 
observations to be put for consideration into the hands of the professor 
to whom that branch of education should be provided.414

 

Jefferson was stating explicitly that the Anglo-Saxon essay was written after 1818.  

However, the use here of the expression ‘committed to writing’ does nothing to 

contradict the idea that the composition was taking shape much earlier than this 

date.   

 

 The Observations on Anglo-Saxon Grammar (part four according to the 1851 

publication) was certainly written earlier than the Essay Proper.  It dealt with 

essentially the same subject matter as the Essay Proper, with some philological 

matters described in greater detail, yet relied only on books that can be found in 

Jefferson’s second library; Parker’s Aelfredi and Thwaites’ Heptateuchus are not 

referred to directly, and Hauer states that it was written in a markedly earlier 

hand.415 If Jefferson had had access to Parker and Thwaites it seems likely that they 

would have been cited here, being relevant to this section also. The length and 

content of the Observations are suitable to the description we have of Jefferson’s 

notes to Croft, and it seems likely that those are the origin of this section, which 

does not appear in the existing copies of his early drafts.  If so, we could conclude 

that the Observations date to 1798, and the Essay Proper to a date after Jefferson’s 

full length exposure to Parker and Thwaites, the latter being impossible to date, 

unless we assume Hauer is correct that Jefferson could not have been exposed to 

these authors prior to his purchase of them. 

 

There is evidence independent of the Anglo-Saxon Essay to support this 

dating.  Jefferson had first attempted to introduce Anglo-Saxon into the education 

system in 1779, during his first term as Governor of Virginia.  Jefferson had 

                                                 
413 The ‘plan’ is the Report of the Commissioners drafted by Jefferson in the 
summer of 1818.  This plan was adopted on 25 January 1819. 
414 Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language," p885 
415 Ibid  
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proposed two reforms to the College of William and Mary.  Firstly he argued for 

the introduction of modern languages; this proposition was endorsed and quickly 

adopted.  Jefferson’s second proposition was for the introduction of ancient 

languages not covered by the classics, specifically ‘oriental’ and ‘northern’ 

languages, the latter including not only Anglo-Saxon but also Gothic and 

Icelandic.416  He explained his motives in the Notes on the State of Virginia:  

 

To the professorships usually established in the universities of Europe, 
it would seem proper to add one for the antient [sic] languages and 
literature of the North, on account of their connection with our own 
language, laws, customs, and history.417  

 

Yet Jefferson’s second proposal did not receive sufficient support and was 

dropped.418  

 

 It seems safe to conclude on the basis of this evidence that although Jefferson 

lacked the time to refine his ideas in writing until quite late in his career, the ideas, 

principles and scholarship that comprised those ideas were well underway at the 

turn of the century.  The Anglo-Saxon Essay can therefore be treated as a 

cumulative product of Jefferson’s ideas across at least the last thirty years of his 

life.  

 

 

To fully appreciate the significance of Jefferson’s use of the Anglo-Saxon 

language it is necessary to begin with an understanding of the identity crisis that the 

United States faced in the early days after the revolution.  In a period famous for 

                                                 
416 Roy J. Honeywell, "The Educational Work of Thomas Jefferson," Harvard 
Studies in Education 16 (1931): pp112-13, 209 
417 William Peden, ed., Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia (Chapel Hill, 
1955) p151 
418 It is not clear whether it was this experience that caused Jefferson to consider the 
simplification of the language or not, but when Jefferson next broached the subject 
of Anglo-Saxon for undergraduate students it was accompanied by his plan for the 
simplification of its grammar in the Essay Proper.  This may be significant in light 
of the discussion below, see pp168-172. 
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the development of nationalism, when European nations were starting to define 

themselves according to specific criteria, the United States was singularly lacking 

in unique national characteristics that lived up to those standards.  The problems of 

linguistic identity that America faced were compounded by the prominence that 

vernacular languages had achieved in Europe, with England in particular 

developing a fierce pride in its national language.419  The English were boasting of 

the power and prominence of the English tongue and at the same time claiming it as 

their personal achievement.  Such linguistic imperialism simultaneously illustrated 

to Americans the importance of national language and brought home to them that 

they had none of their own, but rather were ‘branded’ with the language of the 

British conquerors. 

 

The significance of the vernacular language to English nationalism is 

evidenced through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  In 1599 Samuel Daniel 

wrote in his Defense of All Learning:  

 

And who in time knows whither we may vent 
The treasure of our tongue? To what strange shores 
This gain of our best glory shall be sent, 
T’enrich unknowing nations with our stores? 
What words in th’ yet unformèd Occident 
May come refin’d with th’ accents that are ours?420

 

The spread of the English language to other nations was a recurring theme.  In the 

early seventeenth century Alexander Gill expressed the belief that 

 

Since in the beginning all men’s lips were identical, and there existed 
but one language, it would indeed be desirable to unify the speech of 
all peoples in one universal vocabulary; and were human ingenuity to 

                                                 
419 Latin had not been exclusively valued since the fourteenth century, but the 
eighteenth century had seen the creation of a more level playing field for the classic 
and local tongues.  See David Crystal, English as a Global Language (Cambridge, 
2003) 
420 Samuel Daniel, The Poeticall Essayes of Sam. Danyel (1599) 
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attempt this, certainly no more suitable language than English could 
be found.421

 

Paula Blank suggested that for these men ‘the imposition of English abroad was 

understood not only as an act of political reformation—uniting political systems—

but one that would also reform men, “uniting minds” by uniting words.’422  Thus 

the spread of the English language actually represented the spread of ‘Englishness’.  

English had also been particularly associated with the spread of general knowledge.  

Wallis had commented in 1674 in the preface to his Grammatica Linguae 

Anglicanae:  

 

…all kinds of literature are widely available in English editions, and, 
without boasting, it can be said that there is scarcely any worthwhile 
body of knowledge which has not been recorded today, adequately at 
least, in the English language.423

 

Jefferson was certainly familiar with this edition of Wallis’ grammar, as seen in 

chapter two of this thesis, although he made no direct reference to this comment on 

language and learning.   

 

In the eighteenth century the spread of the English language was receiving 

particular emphasis from English writers.  In 1754 Lord Chesterfield observed 

proudly; ‘I have…a sensible pleasure in reflecting upon the rapid progress which 

our language has lately made, and still continues to make, all over Europe.'424  

David Hume commented on the recognition of French as the international language 
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of diplomacy, and specifically referred to the language spoken in America as a 

means for England to gain superiority over France:  

 

Let the French, therefore, triumph in the present diffusion of their 
tongue. Our solid and increasing establishments in America…promise 
a superior stability and duration to the English language.425  

  

This association of national pride with the spread of the national language 

could not but sway the American educated class, seen from previous chapters of 

this thesis to be particularly susceptible to such influence, especially with such 

explicit reference to the power the American colonies wielded for the preservation 

and distinction of language.  John Adams would later express a similar view that it 

would be America responsible for the spread of the English language to replace 

French as the dominant language of the culturally refined because ‘...the increased 

population in America, and their universal connection and correspondence with all 

nations will force their language into general use…’426  

 

Adams was apparently clear that language played a significant role in 

defining nation and national culture. In September 1780 he wrote to the President 

of Congress: 

 

It is not to be disputed that the form of government has an influence 
upon language, and language in its turn influences not only the form 
of government, but the temper, the sentiments, and manners of the 
people. 427   

 

Every important feature of the nation was influenced by language.  Government, 

temper, and manners were all a product of the nation’s verbal style.  If this were 
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true, how could American superiority of these same features be asserted when the 

influential tongue was inherited from Britain?  Adams continued in his letter: 

 

The admirable models which have been transmitted through the world, 
and continued down to these days, so as to form an education of 
mankind from generation to generation, by those two ancient towns, 
Athens and Rome, would be sufficient, without any other argument, to 
show the United States the importance to their liberty, prosperity, and 
glory, of an early attention to the subject of eloquence and 
language.428  

 

It is interested that Adams should use the cities of Athens and Rome to draw upon 

as an example, perhaps a reminder that both empires began as relatively minor 

regions within a culturally unified district.  Neither Latin nor Greek is named for 

Athens or Rome, and yet the languages in Adams’ day were inseparably linked 

with the legacy of Rome and Athens.  By extension we might interpret Adams’ 

words to mean that America, by paying careful attention to the subject of eloquence 

and language, might exceed the greatness of the British Empire, in the same way 

that Rome became greater than Italy or Athens greater than Greece, in spite of their 

superficial dependence on the Latin and Greek cultures. 

 

Other Americans expressed more explicitly the belief that the English 

language would become greater on their side of the Atlantic than it had ever been in 

Britain:  

 

The English language has been greatly improved in Britain within a 
century, but its highest perfection, with every other branch of human 
knowledge, is perhaps reserved for this land of light and freedom.429  

 

Yet inescapably the language whose fame the new nation would spread was already 

named as the legacy of another empire.   

 

                                                 
428 Ibid  
429 Anon., The Royal American Magazine  
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Three possibilities for achieving the distinction of the American language 

were discussed in the late eighteenth century. The first was a debate about adopting 

an alternative language to English.  This came to nothing.   Too many obstacles 

existed to the total removal and replacement of English, not least of which was the 

fledgling culture Americans had already established, and the sentimental 

attachment to the language of their history.  As Roger Sherman reputedly put it in 

1813: ‘It would be more convenient for us to keep the language as it was and make 

the English speak Greek.’430  The remaining two alternatives were both focused on 

linguistic change, either to a new and improved version of the language, or 

retrograding to an older, purer version of the language. 

 

The leading proponent of the latter view was John Adams.  He eloquently 

argued that American English should be more pure, more real than its British 

predecessor - devoid of vulgar expressions, open only to rigorously monitored new 

words as they became essential for use, and maintained by an official body 

according to the highest standards. Adams advocated an English equivalent of the 

Academie Francais to protect American English.  He wrote: 

 

It is very remarkable, that although many learned and ingenious men 
in England have from age to age projected similar institutions for 
correcting and improving the English tongue, yet the government have 
never found time to interpose in any manner…The honor of forming 
the first public institution for refining, correcting, improving and 
ascertaining the English language, I hope is reserved for congress…It 
will have a happy effect upon the union of the States to have a public 
standard for all persons in every part of the continent to appeal to…431

 

 

                                                 
430 The authority for this story comes from Gifford, and is accounted in HL 
Mencken, The American Language: An Inquiry into the Development of English in 
the United States (New York, 1921) p45  
431 Adams, A Letter to the President of Congress  
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It does not appear to have been a popular view.432  Noah Webster, who wrote 

the first American dictionary, was among those firmly opposed to taking a British 

standard of English, because of the perceived degeneration of the language in that 

country: 

 

Britain is at too great a distance to be our model and to instruct us in 
the principles of our own tongue…The taste of her writers is already 
corrupted, and her language already on the decline.433  

 

This second school of thought came to be known as the school of Neology.  

Proponents of this view held that, like the new American state, the language, 

although initially similar, was breaking away from the mother tongue.  In 1781 

John Witherspoon coined the expression ‘Americanisms’ in the fifth of a series of 

articles in the Pennsylvania Journal.434  

 

The neologisms used by the early American presidents covered a broad range 

of subjects. Metcalf observed that George Washington is the first known user of 

bakery and indoors among many others and that John Adams was the first to write 

down the word caucus (although he certainly did not invent it). Metcalf argues that 

Jefferson made by far the biggest contribution to the permanent vocabulary of our 

language, adding such words as Anglophobia, electioneering, indecipherable and 

authentication.  To Jefferson therefore, it appears that neologism was more than a 

theoretical idea; he actually practised it and created usable new words that have 

survived until today. 435  

 

                                                 
432 For other literature on this subject see Matthews, The Beginnings of American 
English  
433 Noah Webster, "An Essay on the Necessity, Advantages, and Practicality of 
Reforming the Mode of Spelling and of Rendering the Orthography of Words 
Correspondent to Pronunciation," in Dissertations on the English Language: With 
Notes, Historical and Critical (Boston, 1789), see pp17-19, 288-90, 393-98 
434 Louise Pound, "Research in American English," American Speech 5 (1930): 
p359 
435 Allan  Metcalf, Presidential Voices: Speaking Styles from George Washington 
to George W Bush (2004) pp112, 127 
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Neology and common use were favorite themes of Jefferson’s.  He repeatedly 

implied that the language was being held back in England instead of being allowed 

to bloom into its full potential.  Jefferson commented that ‘in some instances usage 

has authorized the compounding an English root with a Latin preposition’: 

 

…this example may suffice to show what the language would become, 
in strength, beauty, variety, and every circumstance which gives 
perfection to language, were it permitted freely to draw from all its 
legitimate sources.436  

 

Jefferson does not clarify whom he believes to be responsible for the obstruction to 

the development of the language, but his reference to the French language in a 

similar context suggests that it is the English governing class to whom he attributes 

the atrophy of English.  Jefferson justified the adoption of English terms by 

American revolutionaries by reference to the French example: 

 

The institution of parliamentary assemblies in 1789, for which their 
language had no apposite terms or phrases as having never before 
needed them, first obliged them to adopt the parliamentary vocabulary 
of England…437

 

And yet, in spite of the adoption of English words: 

 

What a language has the French become since the date of their 
revolution, by the free introduction of new words!  The most copious 
and eloquent in the living world; and equal to the Greek…438

 

He referred here of course to the suppression of the Académie Française in the 

period following the revolution, perhaps the ultimate example of the control of 

language by a governing authority. Jefferson disagreed with Adams about the value 

of an academy; he believed that the French language had improved since the French 

Revolution, so much so that it transcended English to become ‘the most copious 

                                                 
436 Thomas Jefferson to John Waldo, (Monticello, August 15, 1813),  
437 Ibid 
438 Thomas Jefferson to John Adams of Massachussetts, (Monticello, 1820),  
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and eloquent’ language.  America was contrasted favorably.  In Jefferson’s own 

words to Waldo, ‘Here, where all is new, no innovation is feared which offers 

good…’439  

 

Jefferson’s claim of American superiority over England on the basis of their 

willingness to change was enhanced by the extent to which he associated superior 

neology with superior science.  He stated explicitly in a letter to John Adams: 

 

Without it [neology] we should still be held to the vocabulary of 
Alfred or of Ulphilas; and held to their state of science also; for I am 
sure they had no words which could have conveyed the ideas of 
oxygen, cotyledons, zoophytes, magnetism, electricity, hyaline, and 
thousands of others expressing ideas not then existing nor of possible 
communication in the state of their language.440

 

Thus neology was linked to the progression of society.  In contrasting the success of 

the developing American language with the restrictions placed upon the existing 

language by the English, Jefferson was clearly imagining America at the forefront 

of future development. 

 

Jefferson’s desire to see an outpouring of neology in the United States 

provides a stark contrast with the stance of men like John Adams.  Adams’ image 

of an American counterpart to the Academie Francais was never realized, but some 

effort was made to return to a more formal version of the English language in 1783 

when Noah Webster published his Grammatical Institute of the English Language. 

Webster was also an Anglo-Saxonist who preferred to adopt Anglo-Saxon spellings 

over those used in America in his day.  Krapp observed that ‘[i]t is difficult to clear 

Webster of the charge of pedantry in his treatment of etymological spellings. He 

spells bridegoom for bridegroom, on the basis of the Anglo-Saxon original of the 

                                                 
439 Thomas Jefferson to John Waldo,   
440 Thomas Jefferson to John Adams of Massachussetts,   Alfred was a ninth 
century Saxon king of England and Ulphilas the supposed author of the only 
written Gothic known to us, so Jefferson is naming very early versions of the 
English language indeed. 
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word and in defiance of centuries of good usage…’441 Webster was not a 

convinced linguistic conservative, but he made a considered effort to resurrect 

‘better’ spelling and grammar on the basis of dubious Anglo-Saxon scholarship.442  

Perhaps it was this that inspired Jefferson to a possible solution in which both 

Neologists and Purists could be reconciled.  

 

 

Jefferson was not an unequivocal supporter of Neology, in spite of his 

assertions in its favour. He had first been exposed to language development, and the 

specificities of word meaning, as part of his legal education. The significance that 

linguistic precedent had for his legal work is clear in his autobiography in reference 

to the bill for the revision of law:  

 

In the execution of my part I thought it material not to vary the diction 
of the antient statutes by modernizing it, nor to give rise to new 
questions by new expressions.  The text of these statutes had been so 
fully explained and defined by numerous adjudications, as scarcely 
ever now to produce a question in our courts.443  

 

Jefferson recognized in this extract the value of the precision of meaning of the 

ancient form of language, the form that the purists would have reverted to.  In this 

passage the precision of legal meaning in the ancient language was acknowledged 

and appreciated. 

  

The intimacy with Anglo-Saxon language was not inconsistent with 

Jefferson’s passion for neology.  His personal study of Anglo-Saxon had given him 

the clear impression that the use of neologisms was an integral part of the early 

                                                 
441 Krapp, The English Language in America  p345 
442 Ibid  pp124, 279 
443This was in reference to the revision of laws bill that Jefferson had presented 
which passed on the 24th October, 1776.  On the 13th January 1777 Jefferson met 
with the appointed committee to proceed with this work.  Jefferson, 
"Autobiography Draft Fragment, January 6 through July 27," p39 
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English language.  In the following passage he made very clear his belief in the 

Anglo-Saxon origins of English: 

 

We may safely repeat the affirmation, therefore, that the pure Anglo-
Saxon constitutes at this day the basis of our language. That it was 
sufficiently copious for the purposes of society in the existing 
condition of arts and manners, reason alone would satisfy us from the 
necessity of the case. Its copiousness, too, was much favored by the 
latitude it allowed of combining primitive words so as to produce any 
modification of idea desired.444  

 

Clearly Jefferson thought that one of the virtues of Anglo-Saxon was that it 

allowed, and indeed welcomed, neologisms and used them to promote learning.  

Jefferson was so convinced of the power of the English language to evolve that he 

even speculated that in time ‘its new character may separate it in name as well as in 

power, from the mother-tongue’:445

 

Certainly so great growing a population, spread over such an extent of 
country, with such a variety of climates, of production, of arts, must 
enlarge their language, to make it answer its purpose of expressing all 
ideas, the new as well as the old… An American dialect will therefore 
be formed…446

 

 

Thus we see that the founders of the American nation were concerned with 

establishing a clearly distinctive branch of English, perhaps different enough from 

that spoken in Britain to be defined as a separate language, yet disputed the means 

for doing so.  Jefferson appeared to agree with both sides of the debate, 

emphasising in turn the importance of preserving the earliest forms of the language 

for legal precision, and at the same time advocating that ‘English’ should be 

allowed to develop to the point of separation at which it might become known as 

‘American’.  To Jefferson these apparently contradictory stances were the logical 

                                                 
444 Lipscomb and Bergh, eds., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson  Volume XIIIX 
p366 
445 Thomas Jefferson to John Waldo,  
446 Ibid 
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product of the origins of English, a language that he believed to be inherently 

neologistic in nature. 

 

The importance of the Anglo-Saxon language to Jefferson is illustrated by the 

concerted effort he made to make it available to all educated Americans within his 

sphere of influence.  Jefferson was active in his promotion of the oldest known 

forms of the English language. Jefferson also believed in the use of the university 

curriculum for the inculcation of both American nationalism and proper democratic 

ideas. One of Jefferson’s chief aims appears to have been the popularization of the 

study of Anglo-Saxon, exposing each new generation of American politicians to the 

political and linguistic precedents it afforded. He became a dedicated advocate of 

the introduction into the University of Virginia of Anglo-Saxon language.  

‘Jefferson felt the study of Anglo-Saxon was essential to the educational mission of 

the University of Virginia and made sure the institution included it as part of its 

course of study.’447

 

The introduction of Anglo-Saxon education took precedence for Jefferson 

over his own pursuit of the subject and there is considerable evidence that Jefferson 

simplified his subject matter to make it more viable for the undergraduate 

curriculum, perhaps as a result of his earlier, unsuccessful attempt to introduce the 

study of Northern Languages to William and Mary College. The Anglo-Saxon 

Essay Proper was first and foremost an eloquent appeal to the University of 

Virginia to include Anglo-Saxon in the undergraduate syllabus and not, as it has 

sometimes been read, a detailed academic examination of the subject matter.448 By 

contrast part three of the 1851 edition, the Observations, shows signs of a more 

prolonged study.  The arguments that Jefferson offered for the manner of teaching 

Anglo-Saxon in the Essay Proper were distinctly less refined than those in the 

Observations, in spite of the latter’s earlier date of composition.  The Observations 

                                                 
447 Gregory A Van Hoosier-Carey, "Byrhtnoth in Dixie, The Emergence of Anglo-
Saxon Studies in the Postbellum South," in Anglo-Saxonism and the Construction 
of Social Identity, ed. Frantzen (Gainesville, 1997), p159 
448 Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language," p889  
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were probably intended for fellow academic Croft, and offer further proof that 

Jefferson was deliberately simplifying his understanding in order to further his 

promotion of the subject, as discussed below.  Furthermore, if we can prove that 

Jefferson was aware of the deviations in his work from standard academic practice, 

and show that he took these diversions deliberately, then every single one of the 

criticisms levelled against his scholarship can be explained by his desire to 

popularise his subject matter.  There was nothing wilful in Jefferson’s departure 

from academic standards, and his diversions should be seen as deliberate attempts 

at negotiating history to support his political ambitions.  Read in this context 

Jefferson’s work has not been adequately examined by those who seek to 

understand Jefferson’s attitude to the relationship between education and 

republicanism or the value of linguistics.  Jefferson did not intend to produce a 

complete scholarly treatise, but appeared intent on democratising the study of 

Anglo-Saxon language, removing it from the sole province of elite scholars and 

making it available to all those who could obtain a higher education.   

 

The critics are unanimous in finding Jefferson guilty of ‘too great a 

simplification for the sake of unity’.449  There is a sort of misinformed innocence 

about the Jefferson described by these men: ‘…Jefferson showed no awareness of 

the notion of neutral method or scholarship removed from culture and politics.’450 

This is not Frantzen’s criticism, but rather a part of his explanation for why 

Jefferson is withheld from Anglo-Saxon historiography.  Although Frantzen 

defends Jefferson’s lack of meticulousness in terms of his political goals he does 

not directly defend Jefferson’s scholarly aptitude.   

 

                                                 
449 Henneman, "Two Pioneers in the Historical Study of English - Thomas 
Jefferson and Louis F Klipstein: A Contribution to the History of the Study of 
English in America," pxlvi; Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old 
English, and Teaching the Tradition  p17; Hauer, "Thomas Jefferson and the 
Anglo-Saxon Language," p879 
450 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p19   
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The view that Jefferson ‘showed no awareness’ is not supported by 

Jefferson’s writings.  Jefferson was very aware of his ‘equivocal standard’ and 

justified it by pointing to his reason for writing, the facilitation of the transition 

from Old English to Modern English, as discussed above.  It was this stance that 

enabled him to openly take advantage of the poor standard of scholarship available 

to him:  

 

Under these doubts…we may as well take…that form which it is most 
promotive of our object…451

 

Frantzen noted that, according to traditional scholars of Anglo-Saxon, Jefferson 

was mistaken in his dating, establishing as ‘Anglo-Saxon’ a period that in fact 

included a clear transition from Old English into Middle English.  Frantzen offered 

this as one of the reasons Jefferson has been excluded from the record of Anglo-

Saxon scholarship.  ‘Jefferson’s linguistic methodology was imprecise in regard to 

the differentiation of dialects and stages of the language’ 452  Frantzen noted that 

Anglo-Saxon scholars, of necessity, define with great precision exactly what is and 

what is not Old English.  ‘Modern Anglo-Saxon scholarship,’ he observed, ‘…is 

concerned only with texts from the Old English period and does not consider texts 

that are “not Old English.”’453  It is easy to see where Jefferson diverges from this 

practice. 

 

 Yet ‘imprecision’ suggests carelessness on Jefferson’s part, and in fact what 

we see in Jefferson’s defense of his dating is anything but careless.  Jefferson tells 

us that Anglo-Saxon was ‘the language of all England, properly so called, from the 

Saxon possession of that country in the sixth century to the time of Henry III in the 

thirteenth, and was spoken pure and unmixed by any other.’  This period 

encompasses what is now referred to as the transitional period from Old English to 

                                                 
451 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language  
452 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p19 
453 Ibid  p20 

 175



Middle English, but in Jefferson’s day these terms were not yet a matter of common 

use.  In Jefferson’s day Anglo-Saxon was only beginning to be recognised as the 

early form of modern English, and the term Anglo-Saxon was believed to describe 

a Pre-English language. Thus its end was dated to coincide with the beginning of 

‘English’ history as opposed to ‘Saxon/Norman’ history.454   Anglo-Saxon could be 

described as spanning the period up until the loss of the French lands in John’s 

reign. As late as 1929 some historians were starting ‘English’ history with 

Runnymede, the period 1066-1215 being identified as the ‘period of incubation’, or 

the transition from the Anglo-Norman era.455  In a period when language was 

defined in this way, Jefferson’s extension of Anglo-Saxon up to the thirteenth 

century seems less arbitrary, and to describe him as ‘imprecise’ less eligible. 

 

 The parameters of a linguistic era are arguably less important that the manner 

in which the changes are acknowledged and dealt with by the linguist.  Regardless 

of the dating parameters drawn by linguists there will always be internal 

inconsistencies in the defining of a language.  Within the ‘Old English’ as it is 

studied today there is still plenty of variation to confuse scholars: 

 

…runic OE of the seventh century is in many ways as different from 
‘classical’ literary OE of the eleventh as Chaucer’s language is from 
Shakespeare’s.  Mercian OE of the ninth century is at least as different 
from West Saxon of the same period as the local dialects of 
Staffordshire now are from those of Hampshire or Dorset…456

 

Jefferson was certainly aware that there were dialectical differences in the period of 

                                                 
454 The common use of Old English and Middle English date to about 1870, see A 
Campbell, Old English Grammar (Oxford, 1959) introduction  Anglo-Saxon is now 
used interchangeably for Old English, and as such it is defined by the parameters 
that have recently been applied to Old English, that is it terminates around 1100 
when Old English was morphing into Middle English. Hogg, A Grammar of Old 
English, vol. I (Oxford, UK, 1992) See also Campbell, Old English Grammar , 
Roger Lass, Old English (Cambridge, 1994) 
455 Kemp Malone, "Anglo-Saxon: A Semantic Study," Review of English Studies 5 
(1929): p180 
456 Lass, Old English  p1 
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language he was studying but he believed that ‘(i)ts original structure and syntax 

remain the same.’457  Hauer disagreed strongly with this statement, and his views 

are supported by most of the experts in his field.  Not all the experts agree, 

however, that prose Old English of the seventh century was still a heavily inflected 

language and it is these texts that Jefferson refers to as the ‘original’ language of 

Anglo-Saxon, the first written language surviving since the Saxon incursion of 

Britain.  Jefferson, right or wrong in his conclusions, was able to make an argument 

on a level that can still be assessed as a stage in the development of Anglo-Saxon 

studies. There is no evidence here that he was simply a careless scholar, and every 

reason to believe that he deliberately deviated from accepted practice to further 

political ends; namely he chose the end of the Saxon era to coincide with the worst 

evidence of feudal oppression.458

 

Jefferson demonstrated repeatedly that he was aware that what he was 

undertaking was a deliberate deviation from the principles of academic study. He 

apologised repeatedly for his arbitrary use of history to support his goal of bringing 

Old English closer to the English that he spoke: 

 

This is, indeed, a most irregular and equivocal standard; but a 
conformity with it will bring the two dialects nearer together…459

 

So to describe him as unaware is clearly ineligible.  Simplification was a conscious 

sacrifice of method to achieve his aims, and it was not all pervasive.  Jefferson 

demonstrated his understanding of scholarly technique as when he commented:  

 

Alfred himself was taught to read in his thirty-sixth year only, or, as 
some editions of Asser say, in his thirty-ninth.460

 

                                                 
457 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language p367 
458 That is, the reign of Henry III; see pp174, 215 for further discussion. 
459 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language  
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Nothing could be more meticulous than such careful distinction between different 

editions of the same source material.  From this we can conclude that Jefferson’s 

lack of meticulousness in his Essay was not a reflection of carelessness or lack of 

understanding, but rather a deliberate simplification.  He consciously chose to 

follow the path of the popular historian, simplifying wherever possible even at the 

cost of accuracy.   

 

Jefferson himself acknowledged that he was misrepresenting the complexities 

of the language in the interest of exposing a greater number of students to it.  In a 

letter to John Adams, Jefferson defended his curriculum from the criticisms of the 

North American Review: 

 

I have lately had an opportunity of critique on this institution in your 
North American Review of January last…as an inducement to 
introduce the Anglo-Saxon into our plan, it was said that it would 
reward amply the few weeks of attention which alone would be 
requisite for its attainment…because I know that not much time is 
necessary to attain it to an useful degree, sufficient to give such 
instruction in the etymologies of our language as may satisfy ordinary 
students, while more time would be requisite for those who would 
propose to attain a critical knowledge of it.461

 

Jefferson’s emphasis throughout the Anglo-Saxon Essay is on the introduction of 

the language to ordinary students – he was determined to locate and keep Anglo-

Saxon on the undergraduate curriculum.   

 

A further accusation often leveled at Jefferson is that he excluded Old 

English poetry from his considerations, and subsequently failed to realize the 

breadth of the linguistic challenge; in fact this was further evidence of the emphasis 

he placed on usability over academia. In excluding poetry from his studies 

Jefferson limited himself to documents that tend to fall into subject-verb-object 

(SVO) word orders, and which have relatively simple syntax.  He could therefore 

dispense with many of the complexities of inflectional endings that only advanced 

                                                 
461 Thomas Jefferson to John Adams,  
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study of Old English can prepare one to encounter.  It is very important to 

understand this latter point.  Old English in its earliest poetical forms is 

devastatingly complex; the inflectional endings as they are understood today do not 

fall into the neat and comparatively easily memorable patterns of Latin and Greek 

and scholars still argue at length about the precise shades of meaning in a single 

word form.462

 

 In sacrificing the study of poetry for prose texts relating to law, religious history 

and political history, Jefferson was following the natural inclinations of his lifelong 

pursuits, and seeking a simple path down which to lead future generations.  Anglo-

Saxon was but an adjunct to Jefferson’s many other interests and he looked for a 

way to offer an exposure to it to those whom he knew would lack the time or 

inclination for an in-depth scholarly study. 

 

Jefferson wanted history to be a profitable pursuit for a young republican.  To 

this end he redefined the parameters of the language and limited the grammar to 

that used in prose writings. His response to the complexities that Bosworth raised is 

evidence of the passion with which he defended the simplification of the Anglo-

Saxon language: 

 

…this leads to such an infinitude of minute rules and observances, as 
are beyond the power of any human memory to retain.  If, indeed, this 
be the true genius of the Anglo-Saxon language, then its difficulties go 
beyond its worth, and render a knowledge of it no longer a 
compensation for the time and labor its acquisition will require…in 
that case, I would recommend its abandonment in our University, as 
an unattainable and unprofitable pursuit.463

 

                                                 
462 See for example Mitchell’s detailed discussion about the meaning of ‘ofsæt’ in 
Beowolf M Godden, D Gray, and T Hoad, eds., From Anglo-Saxon to Early Middle 
English: Studies Presented to E.G.Stanley (Oxford, 1994) pp1-7 
463 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language  
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It is an indication that the study of Anglo-Saxon was a means to an end for 

Jefferson, and not something to be studied in detail just for the love of it.  He 

sought to bridge the gap between those who had time to specialise and those who 

were engaged in what he believed to be more important, nation-building work. 

Jefferson confined himself to the simple texts that were also the ones he was most 

interested in bringing to the attention of and making accessible to his students.  The 

idea that Jefferson was not primarily interested in perfecting a grammatical study of 

Anglo-Saxon, but was rather distracted by political issues, should not overwhelm 

the considerable contribution he made to the popularisation of the subject.  

 

Why did Jefferson work so hard for the introduction of Anglo-Saxon into the 

University of Virginia? In part, Jefferson’s attitude to the necessity of 

understanding Anglo-Saxon was probably motivated by his own introduction to the 

subject, as an adjunct to the study of law. Jefferson recognized the inflexional 

development of English as crucial to an American lawyer in their precedential legal 

system.  The full title of the Anglo-Saxon Essay is ‘An Essay Towards Facilitating 

Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and Modern Dialects of the English Language’ [my 

emphasis].  The essay was not only about the history of the language, but was 

intended to clarify the language as it was used and understood by Jefferson’s 

contemporaries.  

 

Hall explored Jefferson’s motivation for the introduction of Anglo-Saxon to 

the University of Virginia at length: 

 

For Jefferson, making a course in Anglo-Saxon available at the 
University of Virginia was not a merely academic decision; it was a 
political act. To teach Anglo-Saxon was to teach more than how the 
Anglo-Saxons spoke; it was to teach how the Anglo-Saxons thought 
and to encourage students to absorb their animating political ideas and 
ideals.464

 

                                                 
464 Hall, ‘The Question of Language’ in Frantzen and Niles, eds., Anglo-Saxonism 
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This is an intriguing statement, which seems to be born of the equation Jefferson 

made between democracy and language. To some extent Jefferson certainly 

appeared to subscribe to the belief that the Anglo-Saxons exercised a superior 

system of government to the Normans and he certainly believed that they were the 

origin of the English common law.   In 1824 Jefferson wrote a letter to the political 

radical John Cartwright which Hauer described as ‘[t]he clearest, most concise 

expression of his views on Saxon law and the English Constitution’. 465  In it, 

Jefferson stated: 

 

They doubtless had a constitution; and although they have not left it in 
a written formula, to the precise text of which you may always appeal, 
yet they have left fragments of their history and laws, from which it 
may be inferred with considerable certainty. Whatever their history 
and laws show to have been practised [sic] with approbation, we may 
presume was permitted by their constitution; whatever was not so 
practiced, was not permitted. And although this constitution was 
violated and set at naught by Norman force, yet force cannot change 
right. A perpetual claim was kept up by the nation, by their perpetual 
demand of a restoration of their Saxon laws; which shows they were 
never relinquished by the will of the nation.466

 

Jefferson was happy to acknowledge the Anglo-Saxon origin of the common law in 

England, and he accepted the Saxon era as the highlight of the English constitution.  

Yet Jefferson never claimed the Anglo-Saxon origin of law or of parliament for 

America.  The Anglo-Saxon origin of American rights extended only so far as they 

offered a precedent for secession from England.  In this same letter Jefferson stated: 

 

Our Revolution commenced on more favorable ground. It presented us 
an album on which we were free to write what we pleased. We had no 
occasion to search into musty records, to hunt up royal parchments, or 
to investigate the laws and institutions of a semi-barbarous ancestry. 
We appealed to those of nature, and found them engraved on our 
hearts. 467
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It is important to recognize this limitation on the extent to which Jefferson was 

willing to claim his Anglo-Saxon inheritance after the Revolution.  The reference to 

American hearts left the way open for Jefferson to maintain his argument for 

American descent from Anglo-Saxon people and thus their inheritance of the 

natural characteristics of the Anglo-Saxons, whilst still repudiating whatever of 

their laws and constitution did not fit the requirements of the new nation.   

 

Nor did Jefferson ever explicitly claim the Anglo-Saxon culture as a role-

model for American behaviour or democracy, beyond the value he placed on their 

language.  ‘Jefferson and other early American revolutionaries were immersed in 

myths of Anglo-Saxon democracy…’ Frantzen observed.468  

 

Generations of English and American writers elaborated the myth of 
an ideal and innocent Anglo-Saxon culture, and, as if longing for an 
earthly paradise, looked back on it as an image of their own 
beginnings.469

 

Yet like the ‘whig historian’ generalisation, fitting Jefferson into a picture of 

Anglo-Saxon ‘primitivism’ obscures more than it reveals about the statesman.  

Jefferson’s writings simply do not support the notion that Jefferson ever subscribed 

to a belief in the myth of the virtuous Saxon.  In fact, the equation of Jefferson’s 

study of Anglo-Saxonism with ‘Anglo-Saxon primitivism’ appears to be a product 

of scholars relying on Jefferson’s faith in Tacitus.470  Peterson’s following 

description is enlightening: 

 

Jefferson's study of law led him to the Anglo-Saxon conception of 
English liberty. The seeds were planted by the invading tribes from 
Germany in the fifth and sixth century, according to this theory. 
Tacitus, who had described these tribes in Germania, credited the 

                                                 
468 Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the 
Tradition  p18 
469 Ibid  p23 
470 Discussed in the introduction pp4-5. 
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Saxons with great virtue and political wisdom, and modern 
commentators embroidered his celebrated account…It presented an 
idyllic picture of simple independent farmers free of rents, entails, and 
other burdens.471

 

 

Nowhere in Jefferson’s writings did he credit the Saxons with either 

extraordinary virtue or any particular political nous.  He wrote of the Anglo-Saxon 

era in the Essay: 

 

In this benighted state, so profoundly illiterate, few read at all, and 
fewer wrote: and the writer having no examples of orthography to 
recur to, thinking them indeed not important, had for his guide his 
own ideas only of the power of the letters…472

 

Jefferson, for all that he believed in the benefits of the Anglo-Saxon society and 

their principles of law, did not hold to any sort of rose-coloured ideal.  He indicated 

clearly in the Anglo-Saxon Essay that he held them to have been a primitive people, 

with his frequent use of such descriptions ‘uncouth’, and ‘illiterate’. 473   Far from 

subscribing to Tacitus’ description, Jefferson seemed to agree with Milton’s 

devastating criticism of the Saxon era, itself a product of Milton’s need to explain 

the Norman Conquest: 

 

With what minds and by what course of life they had fitted themselves 
for this servitude, William of Malmsbury spares not to lay open. Not a 
few years before the Normans came, the clergy… had lost all good 
literature and religion, scarce able to read and understand their Latin 
service… The monks went clad in fine stuffs, and made no difference 
what they eat; which though in itself no fault, yet to their consciences 
was irreligious... Whence it came to pass, that carried on with fury and 

                                                 
471 Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography  p57 
472 Jefferson, An Essay Towards Facilitating Instruction in the Anglo-Saxon and 
Modern Dialects of the English Language  
473 Ibid  
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rashness more than any true fortitude or skill of war, they gave to 
William their conqueror so easy a conquest.474

 

Milton’s description of the illiteracy of the Anglo-Saxon’s offers a simple 

explanation for the ascendency of the Normans that does not detract from the value 

of the culture in its prime.  Jefferson’s portrait of the illiterate and uncouth Anglo-

Saxons similarly offered an explanation for the Norman Conquest and at the same 

time illustrated the superiority of the Americans over even the period that he had 

identified as the highlight of English law and order.     

 

Jefferson’s understanding of the Anglo-Saxon language at a time when it was 

not commonly taught, nor even encouraged on either side of the Atlantic, 

emphasizes the importance he felt it had to his life’s work, the developing 

American nation. In chapter one of this thesis it was argued that in England Anglo-

Saxon scholarship was, at best, a marginalized subject of specialist, postgraduate, 

study.475 Jefferson’s introduction of Old English into the undergraduate curriculum 

with the assertion that statesmen could be made by a process of careful education in 

the appropriate republican histories therefore represents the beginning of a uniquely 

American education system, in spite of the apparent emphasis on English history.  

Previously Anglo-Saxon had been the exclusive province of gentleman amateurs, 

clerics and a small group of elite scholars.  Jefferson’s introduction of it in America 

was not only a break with England in that Anglo-Saxon was not a current subject of 

study there, it was a break in that Jefferson was trying to introduce it to a broader 

audience than had ever been exposed to the language in Europe.    

 

Although Jefferson maintained that there was a limited role model to be 

followed in the primitive Anglo-Saxon democracy, his scholarship in that field was 

increasingly concerned with the Anglo-Saxon language and the role that it could 

                                                 
474 Milton, The History of Britain, that part especially now called England, from 
the first traditional beginning, continued to the Norman Conquest collected out of 
the ancientest and best authors thereof  Book VI, Harold, Son of Earl Godwin 
475 See chapter one pp36-43 
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play in forming a uniquely American language, an end that was broadly held to be 

desirable.  America’s leaders were divided sharply into those who wanted 

American English to be distinguished for its purity, and those who believed that 

‘American’ should be distinguished for its diversity and its capacity for the creation 

of new words to meet the changing needs of science and the arts; its ‘neology’.  

Jefferson looked back in English history to the Anglo-Saxon origins of the English 

language for a precedent for ‘neology’ that would satisfy the purists.  He found it in 

Anglo-Saxon; a ‘truer’ version of English, and a language that, in Jefferson’s 

perception, pre-dated oppression in England.  Old English, Jefferson argued, 

represented the linguistic history that Americans could own and be proud of, 

independent of the British Empire. 

 

Jefferson’s essay on Anglo-Saxon grammar reveals the meticulousness of his 

scholarship. His comments on the Anglo-Saxons reveal a far more complex 

understanding of their society than a mistaken belief that they were the first English 

democracy.  This in turn enables us to deduce that certain of his more glaring 

deviations from what we understand today to be likely interpretations of the record, 

were probably deliberate rather than clumsy errors, and highlight Jefferson’s 

politicisation of his subject matter. The Anglo-Saxon Essay is important because it 

represents Jefferson’s fight to re-establish and protect a language that had long 

since been consigned to the world of scholars, men that Jefferson characterized as a 

separate elite class.  Jefferson wanted to pass on his understanding of Old English 

to all educated Americans, so that all future governors of America would benefit 

from exposure to their Anglo-Saxon ancestors.  
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The country has grown so wide in extent; the population has increased 
to such a degree, and that population is made up of so many different 
races: the Celt, the Saxon, the Norman, and Teutonic, and our interests 
are so varied and conflicting…476

 

 

 

 

SAXONS, NORMANS AND CELTS: ENGLISH ANCESTORS IN 

NINETEENTH CENTURY AMERICA 

 

In 1949 Osterweis wrote: 

 
Broadly viewed, the emergence of Southern romanticism replaced the 
enlightenment of the Jeffersonian period.  But while the North was 
graduating from the humanism of Locke, of the philosophies, and of 
the Sage of Monitcello to the humanitarianism of Whittier, Lowell, 
and Dorothea Dix – the South was leaving the age of reason and the 
defenders of the rights of man for the tilting ground of Ashby-de-la-
Zouche and the knightly code of Wilfred of Ivanhoe.477

 

This chapter is specifically concerned with explaining the emergence of a 

historically supported philosophy apparently fundamentally at odds with 

Jeffersonian philosophy, especially in the state that should have been the very 

stronghold of Jeffersonian thought.  Jefferson had made extensive provision for 

future generations to be schooled in his historical understanding – by what process 

did this learning become so distorted within a decade of its founder’s death? 

 

Thomas Jefferson had used English history as an aid to separating an American 

nation from the British Empire and he believed that Americans could look to their 

                                                 
476 An Alabamian, "The One Great Cause of the Failure of the Federal 
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Anglo-Saxon ancestors for a precedent that would justify their independence from 

Britain.  He saw in Anglo-Saxon studies a means for appropriating those parts of 

English history that could underpin a national identity defined by freedom, 

initiative, and perhaps a racial predilection for democracy, while simultaneously 

rejecting Britain’s authority in his present.  In his Anglo-Saxon forebears he saw a 

people who had left their homeland to explore, and had founded a new nation 

entirely independent of their motherland. Jefferson believed that the Anglo-Saxon 

language and culture could offer a role model for America’s future development, 

although he was emphatic in his belief that the past should not be imposed upon the 

future beyond the limit of its usefulness, and certainly not to the exclusion of new 

ideas and developments.  

 

Varying imaginings of the English historical past continued to serve 

Americans across the nineteenth century.  In racial theory as well as literature, 

American authors, North and South, imagined an English Past that would serve 

their particular regional as well as political ends. This chapter concerns the 

continuity of Jefferson’s ideas after his death, and the manner in which his Anglo-

Saxonism related to the ideas expressed by later nineteenth century writers by 

addressing two specific questions. Firstly, what relationship did Jefferson’s 

understanding of his Anglo-Saxon inheritance bear to the rampant racism with 

which the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ became associated throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries?  Secondly, if Thomas Jefferson’s nationalist rhetoric was built 

on his Anglo-Saxon inheritance from whence originated the image of nineteenth-

century Southern chivalry more commonly associated with the early Norman 

period? The answers to these questions are inextricably linked to one another, and 

to the origins and issues of the American Civil War, an internal war that has 

sometimes been characterised by historians as a fight between those who held to 

historical precedent and those determined to cast it off. 478   
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The first part of this chapter deals with the role of Anglo-Saxonism in the 

nineteenth century, especially the process by which Jefferson’s arguments for the 

separation of America from Britain became a feature of sectional division. If, it was 

theorized, there was a natural Saxon tendency towards democracy that survived the 

Norman invasion, then the descendants of that Saxon tendency were necessarily 

superior to those who lacked Anglo-Saxon bloodlines.  As Americans looked for 

role models and precedents in their English past that justified their regional, 

political and economic differences, they began to identify different racial origins 

for the different tendencies that they recognized within European settlers in 

America.  Different streams of English history were searched for appropriate 

justification of different values and class structures. There is even some evidence 

that the Southern elite may have attempted to introduce an argument by which they 

were entitled to rule on the basis of their Norman bloodlines. This leads the 

historian naturally to the origins of ‘Southern chivalry’, a term employed by 

twentieth century historians attempting to explain the modern American fascination 

with English history, and a movement that may initially appear inconsistent with 

Anglo-Saxonism.479  Yet was it?  The second part of this chapter explores the 

relationship between chivalry and Anglo-Saxonism.  It examines intellectual and 

literary trends to demonstrate the consistency of chivalrous honor with Anglo-

Saxon ancestry as both were portrayed in the South before the Civil War, making 

chivalry an acceptable resource for Jeffersonian descendants to have recourse to in 

their rhetoric. At the same time, a very different picture of American nationalism 

developed in the North, and distinctly colonial legends were formed and feted. 

Commager observes that ‘the past became ancient and the future became present 

                                                 
479 See for example Paul V Murphy, The Rebuke of History: The Southern 
Agrarians and American Conservative Thought (Chapel Hill, NC, 2001) p41, 
William R Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee: The Old South and American National 
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superiority in much the same way.  Louis B Wright, The First Gentlemen of 
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more rapidly in America than anywhere else…’480 Thanksgiving, Plymouth Rock, 

and Concord Bridge are all Northern traditions. Barczewski argues that French and 

American revolutionaries ‘urged their countrymen to forget all that had come 

before and build their respective nations anew’.481 Yet it is in the North that we first 

see a uniquely American portrait of that most British of heroes, King Arthur. 

 

 The problem of nationalism intensified after the conclusive separation 

provided by the war of 1812.  America was an independent nation, but what did 

that mean?  What defined America if not its status as a British satellite?  The 

questions provoked by nineteenth century American nationalism became 

increasingly heated towards the end of Jefferson’s life, and after his death.  As 

America struggled to define itself as a nation it invoked exclusions from American 

nationalism; what it meant to be American could perhaps be defined by what was 

not American.   

 The importance of identifying a unifying race to a country was recognized by 

writers of the nineteenth century.  The Reverend Erasmus D. McMaster, a 

Presbyterian clergyman at New Albion, Indiana, defined a nation as ‘a people 

permanently united together in certain relations,’ and emphasized community of 

race as one of the most important of these relations.482 In a lecture in 1855 Henry 

Washington expressed the belief that ‘[t]here is, perhaps, no subject which has 

awakened in our day and generation more profound interest and discussion than 

this of Race.’483 The perceived problem with multi-ethnic nations was succinctly 

summarized in an Anonymous article of 1861: 

…difference in race, composing any people, will, inevitably, sooner or 
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later, generate and develop a corresponding difference in every 
primary belief, opinion and desire...discordant ethnological 
elements…[are] the most powerful shuffle-driver which ever worked 
upon the net of human affairs.484  

 

This belief system already existed in eighteenth century America as a by-

product of English exclusions.  Both Jordan and Vaughan have observed in some 

detail that many of the racial prejudices observed in colonial America were carried 

with the colonists from England.485  Vaughan writes that ‘[t]he English propensity 

to identify Africans with apes, with unbridled sexuality, and with extremely un-

Christian behavior engendered a profound, though still inchoate, prejudice against 

Africans that the Jamestown colonists unconsciously carried to America.’486 Jordan 

explains the origin of this prejudice to be a product of England’s own burgeoning 

nationalism; ‘from the first, Englishmen tended to set Negroes over against 

themselves, to stress what they conceived to be radically contrasting qualities of 

color, religion, and style of life, as well as animality and a peculiarly potent 

sexuality.’487  The Negro became an important foil for all that was prized in the 

Englishman, regardless of which side of the Atlantic he was located.  Jefferson had 

contributed dramatically to this stream of racism, having been a significant part of a 

movement that redefined the superior race to be specifically those descended from 

the Anglo-Saxons.  

 

Yet what Jefferson intended by ‘our Anglo-Saxon ancestors’ was somewhat 

different to the meaning often given to the expression throughout the subsequent 

two centuries.  So far in this thesis the term Anglo-Saxon has been used, as 

Jefferson understood it, to denote a member of the West Germanic peoples who 
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settled in Britain from the fifth century AD and were the dominant occupants of 

England until the Norman Conquest.  Today the term Anglo-Saxon is more 

commonly understood to denote somebody who is white, speaks English as their 

first language, and has connections with an English-speaking country.488  The 

period addressed in this chapter is one of transition between the two 

understandings.  Horsman argued that in the 1840s Anglo-Saxon was an ambiguous 

and flexible adjective that ‘was often used…to describe the white people of the 

United States in contrast to blacks, Indians, Mexicans, Spaniards or Asiatics’.489 

Being Anglo-Saxon certainly meant being from one of a limited selection of 

European countries thought to have sufficient quantity of Germanic blood still in 

their heredity, but something more was required to be a true descendant of the 

Anglo-Saxon race.  Exactly what additional qualities were required, whether or not 

they could be obtained through cultural absorption, and what the available 

alternatives were if you were white but not Anglo-Saxon all varied throughout the 

nineteenth century.  

 

Matthew Fry Jacobson has identified two distinct exclusionary functions of 

Anglo-Saxonism in American nationalist narratives. ‘[I]t separated racially “pure” 

Americans from “mongrelized” and “degenerate” Mexicans on one front; and it 

divided virtuous, self-governing Anglo-Saxon citizens from pathetic Celtic 

newcomers on another.’490  The 1840s saw two major international phenomena that 

would have a profound effect on the American national identity and bring Anglo-

Saxon studies to the foreground of the American consciousness.  The first was the 

Mexico-American War, which realigned Americans with their English past in 

opposition to Mexico’s Spanish origins.  The English race was touted as inherently 

superior to all other European races, and although the reasons given for this 
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superiority differed they all involved the democratic tendencies of the Anglo-Saxon 

nation, of whom the puritan occupants of New England were said to be the natural 

heirs, and the freedom of that nation from Catholicism.  The second was the Irish 

famine, which heralded an exodus of Irishmen to America.  The difference between 

the Celts of Ireland and the Anglo-Saxons of England was emphasised and for the 

first time in America Anglo-Saxon was emphasized as a superior strain of 

Germanic race in public writings. 491  

 

 Jefferson’s brief suggestion that the Anglo-Saxon culture might have had 

superior democratic tendencies that could be absorbed through their language was 

expanded throughout the nineteenth century.  There does not appear to be any 

foundation for a belief that Jefferson believed in an Anglo-Saxon ‘golden age’ but 

his successors certainly did. In 1834 George Bancroft had noted in his History of 

the United States that ‘[o]f all the nations of the European world the chief 

emigration was from that Germanic race most famed for the love of personal 

independence.’492  In 1843 George Perkins Marsh published The Goths in New 

England in which he detailed the important contribution of the Anglo-Saxon and 

Nordic people and institutions, combined under the name Goth, and stressed their 

pre-eminent position amongst other Caucasian people.  A student of languages no 

less than Jefferson, Marsh’s most famous contribution to the dialogue was an 

incisive expression of American superiority on the basis of their ancestry.  Marsh 

placed his emphasis not solely on the language, but on the racial heritage of the 

Goths, and likened the American environment to the Gothic ‘stimulating 

homeland’.  Thus American ascendancy was a combination of language, race and 
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environment.493

The intellectual character of our Puritan forefathers is that derived by 
inheritance from our remote Gothic ancestry, restored by its own 
inherent elasticity to its primitive proportions, upon the removal of the 
shackles and burdens, which the spiritual and intellectual tyranny of 
Rome had for centuries imposed upon it. . . . The Goths . . . are the 
noblest branch of the Caucasian race. We are their children. It was the 
spirit of the Goth that guided the May Flower across the trackless 
ocean; the blood of the Goth, that flowed at Bunker's Hill.494  

 

Marsh set the puritan descendants of the Goths against the spiritual tyranny of 

Rome, a religious reference with considerable relevance for current affairs in 

Marsh’s day.  Under the blanket of Nordic-Germanic origins Marsh had claimed all 

the Protestant people of Europe for America’s antecedents.  Spain and France, 

however, were still laboring under the tyranny of Rome and were themselves 

therefore subjects rather than free people. By placing the emphasis on the 

democratic superiority of the Gothic blood, Marsh’s propaganda designated the 

Americans as the natural victors in any conflict with the Catholic nations, including 

Mexico, and portrayed New England as the bringer of liberty.  

 

Marsh described himself as a patriot, defending his interest in the Gothic as 

national pride.495 In placing the emphasis on a combined race of people, who 

originated in a multitude of Northern states, he minimized the role of the Anglo-

Saxon, thus maintaining American autonomy from England, yet he still stressed the 

superiority of the northern Germanic people, describing them as more important 

than the classical cultures hitherto held as the origin of all civilization.  He frankly 

expressed the hope that if the Americans knew the origin of their institutions then 
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they might better appreciate them.  ‘Let us spend less time in school on Greece and 

Rome, Marsh proposed, and more on our own past.’496      

 

The advantage of the surviving Germanic ethnicity in England over France or 

Spain was thought by some to be the purity of their bloodlines. A Harvard Phi Beta 

Kappa orator in 1849 maintained that immigrants had given to American 

nationality only a temporary diversity and had rapidly become assimilated, failing 

to impair the supremacy of the Anglo-Saxon strain.497  The English race was 

compared to the French and the Spanish and the conclusion was drawn that the 

difference in the success of these people related to the amount of contaminating 

indigenous blood.498  

 

Other nations mingle with uncivilized races, adopt many of their 
habits and modes of thought, and deteriorate until they harmonize 
with those among whom they dwell.  The English colonies, on the 
contrary, plant their foot at once on savage life, and will have no part 
nor lot in it.  The qualities which lead them to this course, it is true, 
savor of harshness, sometimes of cruelty, and may not at first sight 
seem as pleasing as the easy amiability of the Frenchman, or the 
indolent repose of the Spaniard; but through them the world has 
gained far more civilization and true happiness than it has ever lost…a 
thousand years of progressive civilization, transportation to a new 
continent, revolution, change of government form, have not sufficed 
to change the nature of the Anglo-Saxon.499

 

This is subtly different from Jefferson’s use of Anglo-Saxon history.  This 

Anonymous author emphasized the unchanging nature of the Anglo-Saxon people 

whereas Jefferson seemed to believe that Saxon society was particularly well 

adapted to change, and hence Americans could take their capacity for innovation 
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and progress as an Anglo-Saxon trait, while leaving behind their less admirable 

qualities.500  

 

The importance of a pure racial strain was not supported unanimously. As 

one Anonymous writer observed: 

 

To understand the national character of our government and the spirit 
of our laws, we must go back to the earliest ages of the history of 
England, and study the character of the various races that from early 
times have settled on the island of Great Britain.501

 

Although this writer maintained that America was a product of English descent, 

they stressed the diversity of that descent.  In a lecture given in 1849 and published 

in 1850, Charles Anderson agreed that:  

 

this [English] race is the product of the Britons, Romans, Picts, Scots, 
Kelts or Celts, Angles, Jutes, Saxons, (and many other Germanic 
tribes,) Danes, Normans, Swedes, Irish, French, East Indians, Negroes 
and all the other tribes under the sun, who have visited them, or been 
visited by them, in commerce, love or war. It is perhaps the most 
mixed, mongrel and heterogeneous stock of people on earth...I 
attribute a superiority of constitution to that very variety of mixture502 
[Anderson’s emphasis] 

 

Yet ultimately whether English blood had been improved by its purity or by its 

diversity was less important to the overall opinion of writers than maintaining its 
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superiority over the Spanish rivals of the Mexican American war.  Those who 

supported the view that English blood was improved by its diversity continued to 

emphasize distinct characteristics associated with different races, a belief which 

facilitated superiority on the basis of ancestry.   

 

The categories of race and ethnicity became increasingly complex. The 

superiority of Northern European blood was not sufficient to deal with the crisis 

brought on by the immigration of the Irish, also a Northern Germanic people. 

Ireland’s 1845 Potato Blight is often credited with launching the second wave of 

Irish immigration to America. The fungus that decimated potato crops created a 

devastating famine.  The only mode of escape was emigration. Starving families 

who could not pay landlords faced no alternative but to leave the country in hopes 

of a better future.  Thus the steadily scaling number of Irish who entered the U.S. 

between 1820 and 1830 skyrocketed in the 1840s; nearly 2 million people came in 

that decade. The flow persisted increasingly for another five years, as the first 

immigrants began to earn the means of sending for relatives and friends. The high 

number of so-called ‘Famine’ Irish immigrants flooding the ports of America was 

great cause for concern among existing Americans.503 The need to explain the 

differences between Irish immigrants and English Americans that facilitated the 

superiority of the latter led to discussion of another Germanic race: the Celt.  

  

 ‘Irishism’ and ‘Celtism’ did not inevitably equate, although for some writers 

they certainly did.504 Jacobson noted that ‘because the animosity between Celts and 

Anglo-Saxons drew upon a long, racially accented European history of Saxon 

conquest, this racial divide was invoked and respected on the Celtic side as well…a 
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discernible racial chasm separated the Celt from the Anglo-Saxon; and although 

these Irish observers rejected the argument of Celtic inferiority in all its shades, 

they rejected the idea of Celtic racial difference not at all.’505 There was certainly a 

precedent within Jefferson’s library, long since donated to Congress, for seeking 

out a distinct Irish-Celtic race.  The dispute between Macpherson and Whitaker had 

involved the distinction between ‘Britons, Scots, Irish and Anglo-Saxons’, and 

revolved around the types of Celt in Scotland and Ireland.506  

 

In the nineteenth century great emphasis was laid on the behavioral 

tendencies of different racial groups.  The perceived separation between Anglo-

Saxon and Celt in this regard is perhaps best explained in the work of John Lothrop 

Motley, in which he suggested that behavioral tendencies could actually be used to 

determine race.  Although writing about the Dutch Republic rather than America in 

his The Rise of the Dutch Republic (1856), Motley stressed that Americans should 

have a special interest in the Dutch struggle because of their racial similarity.  The 

United States,  

 

in whose Anglo-Saxon veins flows much of that ancient and kindred 
blood received from the nation . . . tracking its own political existence 
to the same parent spring of temperate human liberty— must look 
with affectionate interest upon the trials of the elder 
commonwealth.507

 

The history of the Dutch ‘is a portion of the records of the Anglo-Saxon race—

essentially the same, whether in Friesland, England, or Massachusetts.’508  Motley 

explained that the Dutch nation were the descendants of two races - the Belgae ‘the 

bravest of all the Celts,’ and the Germans.  Although it was the former who had 

beaten off the Romans, it was the German people who were the superior race.  One 

of the chief problems with the Belgae, in Motley’s view, was that they were ‘a 
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priest-ridden race,’ even before they were converted to Catholicism.509  The 

German, on the other hand,  

 

in his simplicity, had raised himself to a purer belief than that of the 
sensuous Roman or the superstitious Gaul. He believed in a single, 
supreme, almighty God, All-Vater or All-father. This Divinity was too 
sublime to be incarnated or imaged, too infinite to be enclosed in 
temples built with hands.510

 

Thus two very similar races of people were defined by their religious tendencies, 

the Celt showing a predisposition toward Catholicism. A second difference 

identified by Motley was the nature of each race’s disposition. ‘The Gaul was 

irascible, furious in his wrath, but less formidable in a sustained conflict with a 

powerful foe.’ 511 The Germans were ‘slower to be aroused, but of more enduring 

wrath, were less ardent at the commencement, but, alone, steadfast at the close of 

the contest.’ 512 It was the implications inherent in their different political systems 

that were the most significant for the Americans.  ‘The Gallic tribes were 

aristocracies, in which the influence of clanship was a predominant feature; while 

the German system, although nominally regal, was in reality democratic…’ 513

 

 In Scotland another writer identified the same three deficiencies of the Celtic 

race.  Dr. Robert Knox, a professor of anatomy at the Edinburgh College of 

Surgeons, wrote in 1850 that the elements of Celtic character are ‘furious 

fanaticism: a love of war and disorder; a hatred for order and patient industry; no 

accumulative habits; restless, treacherous, uncertain…’514 Knox identified two 

Celtic traits common to the Irish and French people; they were Catholic in religion 

and Feudal in politics.  He saw everywhere evidence of their ‘monkeries and 
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mummeries, their nunneries, and seigniories, feudality and primogeniture.’ He too 

stressed that even non-Catholic Celts showed characteristics of that religion. In 

Wales and Scotland, for example, ‘the reformed Celts have never joined the 

churches “as by law established.” It is the Saxon who accepts of his religion from 

the lawyers; the Celt will not. Accordingly, the Welsh and Caledonian Celt are 

strictly evangelical.’  Their religion was accompanied by ‘a laxity of morals which 

would astonish the world, if fairly described.’515

 

 Knox argued that in America both Saxons and Celts displayed their true racial 

characters.516 The Saxons were ‘democrats by their nature, the only democrats on 

the earth, the only race which truly comprehends the meaning of the word liberty.’ 

The Celt, on the other hand, was a threat to individuality, having the group 

mentality of the Catholic Church. ‘See him cling to the banks of rivers, fearing to 

plunge into the forest; without self-reliance; without self-confidence.’517

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson recorded two of the three same Celtic traits.  In 1856 

he observed: 

 

Race avails much, if that be true, which is alleged, that all Celts are 
Catholics, and all Saxons are Protestants; that Celts love unity of 
power, and Saxons the representative principle.518  

 

He too identified both the French and the Irish with the Celtic race.  Yet, ‘Emerson 

often spoke of the sensitive and poetic characteristics of the Celt.’519  He did not 

emphasize the war-like characteristics invoked above, but the artistry of the Celtic 

people.  This is not to say that Emerson was pro-Celtic:  
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Whatever their graces, the French Celt was unctuous and the Irish Celt 
servile. Emerson's most characteristic hope for America was that the 
same Saxon race which had raised Old England to such heights in the 
age of Shakespeare, Milton, and Bacon would achieve a similar 
triumph under America's new and more electric skies.520  

 

Emerson’s hope for America relied on the qualities of its Anglo-Saxon citizens. 

Others shared his belief.  ‘The American republic was an inevitable result of our 

Anglo-Saxon descent, the training of our home governments, and the fearless 

independence of our fathers,’ claimed an Anonymous author in the North American 

Review in 1855.521  

 

Emerson’s view was almost exactly reversed in the following extract, which 

nevertheless shows the distinction made in favour of the Anglo-Saxon race.  In 

Moby Dick we see an example of a very different approach to Anglo-Saxon 

democracy, one that saw New England as the democratic influence on the 

language.522  When Melville mailed the proof sheets of the American edition of 

Moby Dick to his British publisher, Richard Bentley, he added a long footnote 

pertaining to his use of the whaling term ‘gally or gallow’, one of a number of 

‘sinewy Saxonisms’: 

 

which emigrated to the New-England rocks with the noble brawn of 
the old English emigrants in the time of the Commonwealth.  Thus, 
some of the best and furtherest-descended English words – the 
etymological Howards and Percys – are now democratized, nay, 
plebeianised – so to speak – in the New World.523

 

Here the language is likened to the English nobility, its democratic nature attributed 

to its New England usage.  Melville’s suggested comparison between ancient 
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language and ancient lineage implied that American democracy had improved both.  

This is evocative of Jefferson’s attempt to popularise the Anglo-Saxon language 

through the undergraduate curriculum, a democratisation of language in the New 

World by a similar process to that which Melville supposed.524  

 

To some extent the superiority of the Anglo-Saxons over the Celts was 

attributed to the former’s longevity in the democratic environment of the New 

World.  It would not be reaching too far to extrapolate from this example that those 

English races that had resided in New England the longest were expected to be 

more ‘democratized’ than the recently arrived Celts.525  This principle, although 

first used to defend Anglo-Saxon Americans from Irish Celtic incursions, could 

also be applied to regional differences among Americans and there are a number of 

instances of this happening in the prelude to the Civil War when race was clearly 

being used as a political category with very little effort made to keep it on a 

biological level. 

 

The American Civil War reawakened the nationalist issue that came into play 

in the War of Independence.  In Carp’s words, ‘the Patriots and Confederates each 

opposed a people whose language, ethnicity, religion, and culture they largely 

shared’.526  The division of the English race into its composite parts had served 

well to negate this problem during the Revolution, and its principles were employed 

again to identify authority in America prior to the Civil War.  Thus Anglo-

Saxonism was once more used to define an hereditary superiority within a 

governing people. As Carp argued: ‘Nationalism was a better-developed 

phenomenon in the nineteenth century than the eighteenth, and the Confederates 

self-consciously built upon the Patriots' precedent (as did the supporters of the 
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Union).’527  Yet this time both parties to the conflict claimed superiority on the 

basis of their heredity, and both claimed to be the injured party.  The resulting 

propaganda culminated in a series of articles in which (frequently Anonymous) 

authors claimed Virginian superiority on the basis of their Norman blood. 

 

‘Nothing has made me admire the good sense and practical intelligence of the 

Americans more than the way they avoid the innumerable difficulties deriving from 

their federal Constitution,’ Alexis de Tocqueville observed dryly in 1835.528   The 

most complex of these problems was the question of slavery, which dominates 

understandings of the origins of the Civil War.  Although historians have provided 

evidence for a common Southern interest based on broader economic and cultural 

factors, the heated issue around which the arguments invariably revolved was 

slavery.529 The word ‘slavery’ did not appear in the 1787 constitution, it was too 

heated a subject matter to be introduced in an era where unity of the states was vital 

for the fledgling nation’s survival.  Instead the expression ‘person held to service or 

labor’ appeared.  The institution of slavery was nonetheless present in the 

document, directly indicated in five places and implied in several others.530  

Several explicit concessions to slavery included the three-fifths clause, which 

counted each slave as three-fifths of a person for the purpose of representation in 

the House of Representatives; the fugitive slave provision, which decreed that 

escaped slaves had to be ‘delivered up’ to their original state; and the perpetuation 

of the African slave trade to at least 1808.531 As Vorenburg observed ‘In a sense, 
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the Civil War erupted because the American people refused any longer to overlook 

their competing conceptions of their founding charter.’532

 

It was the absence of congressional authority over slavery that was to prove 

the most damaging concession to the practice.  The states were allowed such 

autonomy over slavery in the first instance that when Lincoln finally pushed for a 

national resolution it was seen as a Northern imposition rather than a national 

change of laws.  The absence of any explicit power of emancipation granted to 

Congress led to an assumption that Congress was incapable of abolishing slavery.  

‘In the years after the Constitution was ratified, Americans generally regarded the 

document's protection of slavery as part of a necessary compromise. Yet there was 

no single compromise over slavery, no identifiable bargain in which northerners 

“sold out” the slaves to southern whites.’533 One of the features of the slavery issue 

in America was the rarity with which it was discussed at a national legal level.  In 

spite of repeated comments about the inadequacy of the pro-slavery Constitution 

there were very few attempts to introduce anti-slavery amendments to it.534  In 

1808 Congress had outlawed the African slave trade by statute, but after this date 

attempts at a national solution to the problem were very rare before December 

1860.535 The North had seen abolition occur gradually at a state government level.  
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The same process did not happen in the South, where slavery became increasingly 

entrenched, with economic dependence and concern about freeing men 

unaccustomed to such personal responsibility cited as the two chief reasons 

preventing emancipation.536  

 

Ironically freedom and defense of the local economy were the central issues 

for both parties.  Northerners defended the rights of black slaves against an upper 

class painted in the same colors as the English nobility of the eighteenth century, at 

the same time defending the free white workers against competition with slave 

labour.537 Southerners defended their state governments against the imposition of a 

governing authority with another region’s interests at heart. Confederates believed 

that Northern tariff policy and insistence on free labor in territorial expansion 

would ultimately undermine both their economy and culture.538 ‘Whether or not 

slavery and secession served the interests of all white Southerners in 1860-61, a 

significant portion of Southerners believed that they did.’539  Thus in a very real 

sense the Civil War saw a return of the same problems that the Revolutionaries had 

encountered, revolving around the capacity of one ruling class to impose its will 

upon another, nominally independent ruling class.540 As Edward Pessen 

concluded, the division ultimately rested more on ‘the inevitably opposed but 

similarly selfish interests - or perceived interests - of North and South than to 
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differences in their cultures and institutions.’541  The cultural similarities presented 

the same problems to Confederates as they had to Revolutionaries a generation 

earlier.542  

 

In the period 1855-61, amidst the mounting tension between North and South 

over slavery, the question of racial superiority amongst America’s governing elite 

came under scrutiny.  As one author suggested: 

 

It is then asked, what is it that now disturbs the peace of the people.  I 
answer, that it is the unsettled question on this continent, of that which 
is known in the history of human society, as a contest for the 
supremacy of race.543

 

The first claim to be published was the belief in New England’s superior strain of 

Saxon blood: 

 

We do not mean to say that the New Englander is the only Saxon of 
the United States; but we believe that England has never planted any 
colonies in this country or elsewhere so purely Saxon as those of New 
England…544

 

The basis of this claim was the regional variation of the early colonists.  The article 

claimed for the occupants of the Northern states: 
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The counties in England whence they chiefly came were those which 
had been least influenced by the Danes or the Normans.  The Normans 
came to England as lords and servants; their descendants held similar 
positions, and belonged to the highest and lowest ranks of society.  
Our fathers came principally from the middle classes; from the gentry, 
the merchants, the tradesmen, and the yeomanry of England...545

 

Southern writers agreed that ‘It is the old English contest revived on this continent, 

of Norman and Saxon – Cavalier and Puritan.’546  In an extraordinary series of 

articles throughout 1860-1 appearing in the Southern Literary Messenger, the 

descent of Southerners from Norman nobility was: ‘The Southern people come of 

that race . . . directly descended from the Norman Barons of William the 

Conqueror…’547 The Northern claim to be more Saxon than the South was 

addressed at length in these articles: 

 

It is of very easy demonstration to show that the people, as a whole, of 
the Northern States of this confederacy, are directly descended of the 
ancient Britons and Saxons, and are identical in race with the present 
common people of England…sufficient for present purposes, to go no 
further back than the time of Cromwell to establish the fact of 
resemblance and identity.548

 

Another article commented on the combination of Celtic and Saxon blood in the 

North: 

 

there is a strong infusion of Celt in Northern society, and wherever 
there is Celt there are revolutions, disorders and violence, far beyond 
even such tendenciee [sic] in the Saxon; and when combined, each but 
makes the other worse.549
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This description drew on the negative feelings towards the Celts engendered by the 

Irish influx, and the theories explored above regarding the inferiority of impure 

bloodlines, as well as drawing attention to the hitherto little explored negative 

attributes of the Saxon.  The responsibility for the success of the Revolution was 

placed squarely on Norman shoulders in both the articles cited above: 

 

And had our own revolution of ’76 been left to the Northern Saxon, 
the great struggle for liberty, begun at Lexington, would have ended at 
Bunker’s Hill; but the Norman blood it was that snatched the banners 
of independence and bore them on to Yorktown, and sent a Norman 
General back to a Norman monarchy, with the word, that a Norman 
Republic had been planted in the Western world.550

 

 

 The upshot of this Norman superiority was the right of authority for the South.  It 

was the addition of ‘the instincts of the Norman race’ to the Saxon bloodlines that 

gave the Virginians the right of command over the new nation, not by birthright, 

but by inherited capacity, a subtle but ingenious distinction: 

 

The Northern people have a great many traits of character and 
intellect; they are hardy, bold, truthful, enterprising, and a brilliant 
people, yet with all these qualities, and more, they still require 
CONTROL, and the Southern people, of this country, possess the 
capacity, the position, and the power to do so if they are only true to 
themselves…551  

 

As the author of “Northern Mind and Character” noted, ‘[t]he South knows and 

feels that the North can be controlled…I believe this to be the mission of the 

Norman blood in this country…’552

 

The ruling class of the South did not hesitate to claim seniority even over 

their fellow citizens on the basis of race: 
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By the words Southern people, is not meant all the people of the 
South, but that controlling element which exists with every people, 
and gives character to the whole; as, doubtless, there is much of the 
population of the Southern States which does not come of the true 
normal race, and are, therefore, destitute of those characteristics which 
are referred to…553

 

In spite of the claim to be racially superior to the North, the argument in the 

Messenger articles appears to be a claim to noble descent rather than descent from a 

superior race: 

 

They [the Northern people] have no natural comprehension of the 
science of government, and therefore, know nothing of the amenities 
of political diplomacy.  They neither know how to conduct good 
government among themselves, nor how to deport themselves as a 
people, towards another people.  In these matters, they are 
ethnologically deficient.  We have then, to treat them to some extent, 
as an inferior race, presenting as admixture of force and finesse.  
After this manner the Norman has ever controlled the Saxon…554

 

The idea of certain races being superior was apparently being manipulated to justify 

a hereditary ruling class.  

 

The Southern people come of that race, who sit today upon all the 
thrones of enlightened Europe and give law to the million.  They are 
of that race who have established law, order and government over the 
earth.  They come of that race to whom law and order, obedience and 
command, are convertible terms, and who do command, the world 
over, whether the subject be African or Caucasian, Celt or Saxon.555
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Several writers acknowledged that they were not actually describing two 

different races, but different characteristics of the same race.  The author of 

The True Question acknowledged: 

 

I do not use the word race in its technical sense, but only as a term 
socially expressive of my opinion, in regard to the permanent variety, 
which has obtained in the course of time, between that two people, 
who are spoken of among ourselves, as Northern and Southern…I 
take it for granted that we have come of the same primitive stock, yet 
in the lapse of time, differences have grown up between us as palpable 
and unchangeable, as between men of different organic races.  
Therefore, I feel at liberty, from historic facts, relative to the point, to 
use the word race, when referring to the differences of the two people 
– particularly as it is more convenient and direct.556

 

A less partisan author, Holcombe observed: 

 

The genius of Anglo-Saxon liberty, when she emigrated to these 
shores, bore twins in her bosom and not a single birth.  The Northern 
race, bold, hardy, intelligent, proud and free, will receive into its 
embrace the heterogenous spawn of European civilization, and mould 
it to its own shape, and prepare it for its own destiny.  The Southern 
people are brave, courteous and gentle, credulous and forebearing – 
loving friends, chivalrous enemies and good masters…557  

 

 

Although this series of articles might appear strong evidence of Southern 

identification with the Normans a few caveats need to be considered.  Firstly, the 

articles identifying the Normanness of the South are all Anonymous contributions 

to the same journal, and therefore may not even be the work of more than one 

author.  It is impossible to know how representative they were, and there is no 

obvious evidence of their receiving any popular support. Secondly, at best these 

articles represent only the period 1860-1, and there is evidence that the Anglo-
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Saxon inheritance was still valued in the South, certainly as late as the 1850s, 

although in what capacity is less clear. In 1853 Maximilian Schele De Vere, 

professor of modern languages at the University of Virginia from 1844 until the 

mid 1890s, had invoked the resilience of the Anglo-Saxon language in the 

aftermath of the Norman invasion as a means of protection against tyranny.  He 

argued that the strength of the Anglo-Saxons lay in the language of the commoners 

that ‘clearly perceived and expressed the fundamental truths of civil liberty.’  He 

observed that throughout history the language of the Anglo-Saxons preserved their 

essential qualities in the face of oppression.558  Anglo-Saxon studies remained a 

feature at the University of Virginia throughout the nineteenth century.  

Furthermore, as Bonner observed ‘Scientific explorations into the inherent 

differences between the human races had focused for most of the 1850s on black 

and white people, but had lent theorists of a Cavalier "race" little more than a 

vocabulary.’  

 

There were no attempts, for instance, to differentiate between 
Northerners and Southerners by the sorts of anatomical differences 
that were key to the American school's approach to ethnology and that 
might have been established by measuring skulls of supposed 
Normans and Saxons…559

 

There does not appear to have been any serious, prolonged claim that the Northern 

and Southern governments were racially distinct, rather the differences between 

them were behavioral, and the Southern claim of Norman ancestry more allegorical 

than actual.   

 

*      *      * 
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Although certain patterns of behavior sometimes identified with a ‘code of 

chivalry’ can be seen in the records of the nineteenth-century South, it is uncertain 

to what extent these can be identified with historical reconstruction or be 

interpreted as conscious claims of descent prior to the Civil War.  Did the South 

ever consciously appropriate Norman manners and customs?  Was their behavior 

modified by historical literature?  In the aftermath of the Civil War there appears to 

have been an outpouring of Arthurian literature and a conscientious aping of the 

perceived behavior of the Norman knight, even the emergence of medieval style 

tournaments.560 There is, however, little evidence of such things prior to the 1865 

defeat of the South. Instead the Southern preoccupation with English history is 

consistent with a continued interest in the Anglo-Saxon culture.  Where King 

Arthur or his knights appeared they were portrayed in a distinctly democratic light, 

and seem if anything more popular in the North.  Sir Walter Scott, famously 

attributed with the downfall of Southern morality, appears to have held the Saxons 

in far higher regard than their Norman counterparts.  

 

Although role models could be appropriated from other cultures, Anthony 

Smith has argued that ‘[i]n order to create a convincing representation of the 

“nation”, a worthy and distinctive past must be rediscovered and appropriated’.561  

The fundamental problem of American nationalism remained the same in the 

nineteenth century as it had been in the eighteenth.  European Americans 

recognized no ancient history attached to their geographic location that could 

compare to the early European empires and their half-remembered heroes. 

Americans either had to create their own myths out of relatively recent history, or 

they had to appropriate their English past.  They did both.  In the period between 

Jefferson’s death in 1823 and the Civil War, English history played a very 

significant role in the attempt to find an identity for America. This appears to be 

particularly true in the South where English legend played a supporting role in 
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legitimising Southern class structure and ultimately Southern racism.  Thomas 

Jefferson’s very carefully selective use of history had provided those who followed 

him with the means for the wholesale appropriation of English history, including 

those aspects that Jefferson himself had considered undesirable: feudalism, chivalry 

and class structure.    

 

In other times and places chivalry, Arthuriana and ‘Normanness’ have 

flourished together. Edward III and Henry VII both used the Camelot legends and 

ideals of chivalry almost interchangeably as propaganda for supporting their place 

in the feudal system, particularly in the generation of martial support.562 As 

Higham further observed: 

 

Although it is quite easy to over-emphasize Arthur's importance, he 
was successively used for political and cultural purposes by Edward 
IV, Henry VII, Henry VIII and Elizabeth, then James VI and I, 
variously as a source of dynastic legitimacy and imperial status, as a 
Protestant icon, as a touchstone of nationalism and the new identity of 
the realm with the monarch's own person, and as a source of courtly 
ideals and pageantry. 563

 

After the English Civil War and the period of Cromwell’s Protectorate King 

Arthur was marginalized; he ‘was too closely identified with absolutist kingship 

and royalist political circles’ to survive the republican ideas of that period.564 Yet 

the ideals of chivalry associated with Camelot became a part of the memory of the 

Cavaliers, the last knights, whose behavior was explicitly aped by Virginians. The 

association of the code of behavior of the Southern gentleman with pre-

Cromwellian ideals was strong, and as such we might expect to see the return of 

Norman and Arthurian models in the nineteenth-century Southern states.  

 

Yet although after the American Civil War Virginia may have seen a similar 

confluence of Arthuriana, chivalry, and feudalesque social structure to that of the 
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periods cited above, in the period 1830-1860 there is very little evidence of it.  The 

only association of Southern chivalry with the Norman people made in that time 

frame was the description in ‘The Difference of Race Between Northern and 

Southern People’, in which the Norman race was considered: 

 

a race distinguished, in its earliest history, for its warlike and fearless 
character, a race, in all time since, renowned for its gallantry, its 
chivalry, its honour, its gentleness and its intellect, - men, whose 
plumes have waved in triumph in all the martial scenes of modern 
Europe; men who have decorated the banners of Britain with the 
romantic trophies of the Crescent, and gilded them with the tender 
humanities of the Cross – and have given them grandeur, power and 
authority, on all the continents of the earth and all the islands of the 
sea. 565

 

 

The cult of chivalry and its development in the period 1812-1861 usually revolves 

around Sir Walter Scott and the vivid reception of his novels in the Southern states 

of America.  All of Scott’s novels were very popular throughout the new republic, 

and were emulated by local authors:  

 

Between 1814 and 1823 200,000 copies of Waverly alone came off 
the American presses.  Such was Scott’s popularity that publishers 
went to great length to print the latest Scott novel ahead of their 
rivals…Historical adventures based on Rob Roy and Ivanhoe were 
particularly popular.566

 

Although Scott was popular in the North as well as the South, Mark Twain was 

explicit in his accusation that Sir Walter Scott was responsible for the decadence of 

the latter:  

                                                 
565 Anon, "The Difference of Race Between the Northern and Southern People," 
p407 
566 Linden Peach, British Influence on the Birth of American Literature (London, 
1982) p92 See also H.W. Boynton, Annals of American Bookselling; 1638-1850 
(New York, 1932); Henry A White, Sir Walter Scott's Novels on the Stage 
(London, 1927) 
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Then comes Sir Walter Scott with his enchantments, and by his single 
might checks this wave of progress, and even turns it back; sets the 
world in love with dreams and phantoms; with decayed and swinish 
forms of religion; with decayed and degraded systems of government; 
with the sillinesses and emptinesses, sham grandeurs, sham gauds, and 
sham chivalries of a brainless and worthless long-vanished society.567

 

Twain went on to accuse Sir Walter of single-handedly starting the Civil War, a 

proposition that has not been endorsed by many.568 However, there is no shortage 

of historians willing to discuss the impact that Scott’s romances had on the pattern 

of Southern life and character. Most agree that ‘[a]long the Southwestern frontier 

the trappings of chivalry were cherished in a fierce, possessive, often crude 

fashion.’569

 

Sir Walter Scott’s novels were read throughout America, but with 

considerable regional variation in their reception.  Osterweis observed that “[w]hile 

the rest of America read Scott with enthusiasm, the South assimilated his works 

into its very being.”570  How do we address the problem raised by Hubbell in The 

South in American Literature? 

 

The historians seem not to realize that Northerners, Englishmen, 
Frenchmen, Germans, Italians, Spaniards, and Latin-Americans were 
all fascinated by Waverley and its successors without having their 
national character transformed by reading them…His influence in the 
British Isles… led to no attempt to revive the age of chivalry…And I 
may add that there is no simple formula--such as some Northern 
writers persist in looking for--which explains the complexities and 
contradictions of Southern life.571

 

Hubbell answers his own question in this passage, of course.  The flowering of 

chivalry and English history in all its applications in Virginia cannot be explained 

                                                 
567 Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi (New York, 1923) p375 
568 For an examination of responses to this claim see Jay B Hubbell, The South in 
American Literature; 1607-1900 (1973) p190 
569 Ibid  p191 
570 Osterweis, Romanticism and Nationalism in the Old South  p41 
571 Hubbell, The South in American Literature; 1607-1900  pp191-2 
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by a novelist.  Scott’s novels were received so differently in the South because it 

was already a very different place, with very different priorities and political 

economics to, say Massachusetts, due in no small measure to those differences in 

origin discussed in the first chapter of this thesis.   

 

 For both North and South the picture drawn in Ivanhoe spoke directly to their 

core beliefs, but only if they identified with the Saxons in the story.  The Normans 

are portrayed as the oppressors in a way that is reminiscent of the English prior to 

the Revolution: 

After the cavalcade had left the court of the monastery, Cedric and 
Athelstane, the leaders of the troop, conversed together on the state of 
the land, the dissensions of the royal family, the feuds and quarrels 
among the Norman nobles, and the chance which there was that the 
oppressed Saxons might be able to free themselves from the yoke of 
the Normans. On this subject Cedric was all animation. The 
restoration of the independence of his race was the idol of his heart.572

 

For a post-revolutionary American it is easy to see how Cedric’s dilemma might 

have immediate appeal.  So too had Jefferson maintained that his Saxon descent set 

him apart from England’s quarrelling Normans.  This also has immediate relevance 

to the Southern rebellion from the North in the name of liberty.  In April 1860, the 

same year that Virginians equated themselves with the Norman race, De Bow's 

Review commented:  

Johnson, and Burke, and Sir Walter Scott, should have statues in every 
Southern capitol. Thus would our youth learn what are the sentiments 
and opinions that become gentlemen and cavaliers. 

 

 

It is tempting to use Scott’s popularity to support the idea of a Norman 

resurgence in late ante-bellum Virginia; chivalry and knighthood are institutions 

that developed to their glamorized height under Norman leadership and the imagery 
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commonly associated with the Saxon era is quite different. Yet if we examine 

Ivanhoe, arguably the novel most concerned with matters of chivalry in Scott’s 

repertoire, we see a picture of chivalrous England in which Saxons and Normans 

were still co-existing, both partaking of the culture of the knight.  It is the Saxons 

who are the hero of the piece, the Normans who are portrayed for the most part in a 

negative light.  Consider the description of the English knights who fought under 

Richard in the crusades: 

 

‘I would give thee this golden bracelet, Pilgrim,’ he said, ‘couldst thou 
tell me the names of those knights who upheld so gallantly the renown 
of merry England.’ 

‘That will I do blithely,’ replied the Pilgrim, ‘…The first in honor as 
in arms, in renown as in place, was the brave Richard, King of 
England.’ 

‘I forgive him,’ said Cedric; ‘I forgive him his descent from the tyrant 
Duke William.’ 

‘The Earl of Leicester was the second,’ continued the Pilgrim; ‘Sir 
Thomas Multon of Gilsland was the third.’ 

‘Of Saxon descent, he at least,’ said Cedric, with exultation. 

‘Sir Foulk Doilly the fourth,’ proceeded the Pilgrim. ‘The fifth was Sir 
Edward Turneham.’ 

‘Genuine Saxon, by the soul of Hengist!’ shouted Cedric.573  
 

There is nothing here to support the idea that chivalry was necessarily a sign of 

association with Norman ancestry on the part of the Virginians, and much to defend 

a continuing ‘cult of Anglo-Saxonism’, to borrow the phrase from Sturgess.574  

Furthermore the notion that chivalry could involve dispute between two upper 

classes of different nations offered the Virginian gentry a means to be noblemen 

without accepting that they must be British. Jefferson had dated the Anglo-Saxon 
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period to the reign of Henry III, and thus included in it the period of chivalry from 

which Virginian leaders would draw.  

 

Nor is the picture of the Saxons drawn by Scott particularly democratic.  

Wilfred Ivanhoe himself is a knight, and excels in all of the knightly arts.   Cedric 

holds court as extravagantly as permitted by his circumstances, and there is nothing 

of the elected leader about him; he rules his sphere of influence with authority and 

there is no indication that he should not receive obedience from his subjects. 

 

Scott’s single Arthurian work, The Bridal of Triermain was perhaps 

particularly appealing to Americans: 

 

'O rather he chose, that Monarch bold, 
On vent'rous quest to ride, 
In plate and mail, by wood and wold, 
Than, with ermine trapp'd and cloth of gold, 
In princely bower to bide…575

 

Scott’s King Arthur is not an indolent potentate, but an active woodsman seeking 

adventure, someone we might expect to appeal to a nation whose leaders had 

without exception been active men, and had seen military service.  Yet there was no 

immediate adoption of King Arthur in either North or South, perhaps because of his 

association with the pre-Saxon culture of England. 

 

King Arthur and Merlin were clearly known to nineteenth century Americans; 

where their names appeared in literature, there was never any accompanying 

explanation of who they were. Jefferson had known of King Arthur from the 

histories of Milton and Hume, he owned a copy of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

Historia, but he had never committed himself to any pre-Saxon culture in 
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Britain.576 He could hardly acknowledge substantial pre-Saxon settlement in 

England without characterizing the Saxons as brutal conquerors, and hence 

undermine them as American role models.  Jefferson, at least, was clear in his mind 

that the pre-Saxon occupants of Britain were not useful to the budding American 

nation and he made no provision for their study at university.  Thus it is 

unsurprising that Arthurian studies in the early nineteenth century were tentative at 

best, and almost always based on the stories as they appeared in Geoffrey of 

Monmouth, a text that Jefferson had introduced to the library of Congress.   

 

The ‘number of stories…created or embellished in order to give the heroes of 

the American Revolution status as the Founding Fathers of the new nation’ were 

almost exclusively Northern where there appears to have been a concerted effort to 

establish American tradition to underpin nationalism.577 It is surprising then to find 

that the few American works relating to the King Arthur legend and predating the 

Civil War are Northern, since an effort was being made there to replace English 

history with suitable American legend.  James Russell Lowell’s The Vision of Sir 

Launfal (1848) opens with the following: 

 

The plot (if I may give that name to any thing so slight) of the 
following poem is my own, and, to serve its purposes, I have enlarged 
the circle of competition in search of the miraculous cup in such a 
manner as to include, not only other persons than the heroes of the 
Round Table, but also a period of time subsequent to the date of King 
Arthur's reign.578

 

There is nothing in the poem to date it beyond this deliberate statement that it 

belongs outside the Arthurian era.  Nor was it strictly necessary to comment on 

Arthur’s exclusion – grail stories do not necessarily involve King Arthur, 

                                                 
576 The Arthurian related works in Jefferson’s library were discussed at length in 
chapter two at pages 104-112.  
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frequently they make little mention of him.  The grail legend has been deliberately 

disassociated from Arthur for reasons of politics rather than to serve an artistic end.  

The story is not particularly chivalrous in the Norman sense.   The Vision of Sir 

Launfal is a moral tale about the value of charity.  The piece of gold ‘tossed in 

scorn’ by the proud Sir Launfal to the leper is rejected, even though the leper is 

starving.  When Sir Launfal is reduced by misfortune to the same state as the leper 

he offers the latter a share of his last crust of bread and a cup of water.  The leper 

then reveals to Sir Launfal that that cup of water is the Holy Grail and Sir Launfal 

wakes from his dream inspired to throw off the trappings of knighthood and turn 

instead to charitable works: 

 

Sir Launfal awoke, as from a swound:-- 
‘The Grail in my castle here is found! 
Hang my idle armor up on the wall, 
Let it be the spider's banquet-hall; 
He must be fenced with stronger mail 
Who would seek and find the Holy Grail’.579

 

Lowell, born in Cambridge Massachusetts and educated at Harvard, became an 

ardent abolitionist and a staunch ‘Northerner’.580  His poem may ostensibly be set 

in England, but as one critic has observed ‘the castle in the north country of 

England is surrounded by a New England country; the famous day in June is all 

New England June; and the little December brook is a New England brook in 

winter.’581 His work was very popular in Massachussetts.  Either a new edition, or a 

reprint of an earlier edition appeared on average of once a year from its first 

publication in 1848 until the end of the nineteenth century.582  ‘The de-emphasis of 

nobility and the emphasis on simple morality not only turned the world of the 
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Arthurian romance into a model for the common man; it also made the Grail a 

symbol and a concept accessible to vast numbers of Americans…’583

 

In 1864 a single Arthurian poem was penned in Philadelphia.  One of the 

lesser-known works of American poetess Sallie Bridges, The King and the Bard, 

sees King Arthur offer a minstrel gold to sing him a lay.  The bard remains silent, 

his song is not for sale.  Arthur is sympathetic to this position: 

 

‘Thou art right!’ the sovereign answer'd;  
'Tis a lesson nobly told:  
Monarchs cannot rule men's spirits 
By the might of law or gold!584  
 

Thus is Arthur himself divorced from tyranny by his recognition of it; he stands as 

a model for democratic leadership in spite of his regal status.  Yet his role as 

monarch lends weight to his words when he pronounces: 

 

Drink, gallant knights, to the minstrel 
Who dreads neither prince nor peer, -- 
Who can speak the truth to power,  
Nor flatters for price or fear…585

 

Bridges’ King Arthur explicitly raised his goblet to the American revolutionary.  

The Arthur of Bridges’ poetry is characterized by his brotherly mien; he is not a 

king to set himself above others.  This American contribution to the Arthurian 

record was Northern, and although it is hardly a republican portrait, there is 

something democratic in the flavour of the piece.  Thus the rare mention of King 

Arthur in pre-Civil War America does not in any way undermine continuing Anglo-

Saxonism in the South. 
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King Arthur may not have played the prominent role in the first half of the 

nineteenth century that he would after the publication of Tennyson’s Idylls, but one 

of his contemporaries featured regularly in the popular American tradition.  Far 

more prominent in stories of this period of American history is Merlin, traditionally 

a Machiavellian figure behind Arthur’s throne.  Merlin appears in American 

literature before the Civil War as a powerful magician, somewhat like 

Shakespeare’s Prospero, yet not related to the Arthurian legends.  In 1827 Lambert 

A Wilmer published in the Baltimore North American a short play entitled Merlin: 

A Drama in Three Acts.  Set on the shores of the Hudson River, it is a love story, 

with the American lovers aided by the supernatural assistance of Merlin.   

 

Wilmer takes what seems a thoroughly American practical approach 
to the earlier material, using Merlin as a character because his plot 
demands a readily recognizable figure of power but ignoring most of 
the traditional associations because they are not suitable to his 
intentions…586  

 

What is particularly interesting in this play is the imagery of Northern ancestry.  

Merlin fights the spectral villains first with his wand, but that fails; the spectres do 

not fear his wand.  He invokes the power of the earth, and the power of Jove but 

neither succeeds in driving off the Furies: 

 

Great Magus, we cannot be driven 
From hence, by earth, by ocean, hell or heaven…587

 

Finally Merlin tries ‘a certain root’ which he has gone to Iceland to procure: 

 

Yet mark this root of a peculiar worth, 
Born in the bosom of the frozen north, 
By this I charge you to your depths again, 
Your charms annul'd--your machinations vain…588
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Without further comment the Furies vanish.  The particular nature of this root is 

never explained, but it could speculatively be read as an image of Nordic heritage 

for Merlin, in keeping with the Anglo-Saxon supremacy popular at the time.  

 

The appropriation of Merlin for a drama that in no other way draws upon the 

Arthurian legends is a theme repeated in a number of early American Arthurian 

sources.  In 1807 Joseph Leigh (a Welsh born American) published a pamphlet 

called Illustrations of the Fulfilment of the Prediction of Merlin Occasioned by the 

Late Outrageous Attack of the British Ship of War the Leopard, on the American 

Frigate Chesapeake.  In it he listed the predictions of Merlin, including one that 

seems to bear particular significance to the conflict between Britain and America. 

 

‘When seven and six shall make but one, 
The Lion's might shall be undone.’589

 

In case there was any doubt about the nature of these symbols, the pamphlet 

explained: 

 

The late outrageous attack of the British ship of war, the Leopard, on 
the United States ship of war, the Chesapeake, in which the dignity 
and sovereignty of the United States received for the moment a 
wound--in my humble apprehension, compleatly fulfills the prediction 
of MERLIN, a celebrated ancient Briton, who lived in the fifth 
century.590

 

This is a strong example of the appropriation of the English past by Americans; that 

such a powerful English character should have looked ahead to the day when a 

branch of his descendants would break away from English corruption and unite to 
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fight off the Lion of England is typical of American adoption of mythical English 

history to promote their supposed destiny.   

 

Thus in the aftermath of Jefferson’s study we see an unbroken link of English 

historical propaganda up until the Civil War, manifesting in ways that are counter-

intuitive to modern expectations of that era. America is famous for its ability to 

create a (largely imagined) heroic age out of very recent history, yet nineteenth 

century Americans continued to augment this process with the direct appropriation 

of their English past. Between Jefferson’s death in 1823 and the tensions of the 

1860s English history was fiercely exploited to justify local interests of both North 

and South, and to unite America as a nation against the influx of non-English 

migrants.  

 

Jefferson’s claim of Anglo-Saxon ancestry had provided for American 

superiority to the British governing class, but it opened the door to partition 

amongst America’s own ‘white’ elite, and between the Anglo-Celtic white elite and 

other ethnicities.  The rise of racial Anglo-Saxonism facilitated a legitimated 

democratic version of the English class structure, transplanted into the new soil of 

the Americas.  While functioning within rules set by themselves about the equality 

of all men, the elite were able to point out an inherent racial superiority that defied 

human input.  All men were equal, but those with Anglo-Saxon blood were 

considered better at being equal than every other race. Racism had, of course, 

predated Thomas Jefferson, but the ‘white’ racism amongst those who were 

visually indistinguishable became a particular feature of the nineteenth century and 

a product of the same arguments that Jefferson had employed in the eighteenth 

century.  In the Summary View Jefferson had, whether intentionally or 

inadvertently, excluded from his discussion of rights all those who could not claim 

descent from landholding Saxons.591  His use of Anglo-Saxonism raised questions 

about to the purity of the Anglo-Saxon race, the different races that had occupied 

the European nations since their Germanic and Roman occupations, and the 
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characteristics that defined these ‘white’ racial groups.  The ensuing prejudice was 

active in the context of class division within regions, and also in the context of the 

North South struggle for seniority.  

 

 

 224



[W]hen an historian, speaking of a character well known, and 
established on satisfactory testimony, imputes to it things 
incompatible with that character we reject them without hesitation, 
and assent to that only of which we have better evidence.592

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Anglo Saxon studies made an important and unrecognized contribution to 

Jefferson’s development of theories of American identity and nationalism, both as a 

precedent for revolution and as a model for independent nationhood.  The 

quintessential American consciously relied on English history to support both 

America’s independence and inheritance as civilisation’s next great flower, but in 

retrospect perhaps it is less surprising that he did so than that this branch of his 

thought has been so little appreciated. The problem of American nationalism for 

Jefferson was the need at once to unify a disparate population in America and 

separate them from an equally disparate population in Britain.  He found the 

solution in recourse to a pre-Norman period of history of which Americans could 

identify themselves as the proud heirs. As proud descendants of ‘our Anglo-Saxon 

ancestors’ Americans had a past that both unified them and separated them from 

Britain; a nation populated by descendants of Norman aggressors and those too 

pathetic either to fight them off or seek freedom elsewhere.  

 

According to Jefferson’s theories when the Saxons had left their homeland to 

migrate to Britain they had left behind all but voluntary ties to their king and 

country, due in large part to the self-funding nature of their enterprise and the lack 

of support from their king.  Thus could Americans justify both their independence 
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from Britain in the eighteenth century and their control over westward expansion in 

the nineteenth. The theory relied on the lack of government contribution to the 

settlement of America and Jefferson’s intention that future exploration be state 

funded; but neither was a wholly unpalatable idea in the era of his writing. 

Jefferson said nothing about the natives of Britain before the Saxon advent.  He 

described their movement as migration, not conquest, and hardly seems aware of 

the existence of the Celts.  He was certainly in possession of books that described 

the native populations of Britain before the Saxons, so it seems safe to assume that 

Jefferson deliberately dropped them from his historical record. Far from being a 

precedent for conquest of the native American populations, Jefferson’s Anglo-

Saxonism seems to have ignored them entirely. 

 

The claim to Saxon ancestry held several major benefits for Jeffersonian 

America, not least of which was the support of the international community. 

Jefferson was largely responsible for the casting of the conflict as a battle for 

independence from an undeserving aggressor; it was more accurately a rebellion 

from the acknowledged government. Calling on the Saxon precedent would allow 

the international community to recognise American independence and therefore 

provide aid without being accused of fomenting rebellion. By placing the emphasis 

on a pre-Norman period of history Jefferson invoked common ground with the 

French revolutionaries.  Both had suffered in their history from the oppression of 

French aristocrats.  But America held the advantage in this portrayal of their 

relationship, for America had never been conquered, never bent the knee or offered 

homage.  Drawing a direct line of descent from the last people to occupy England 

before the invasion of the feudal lords gave America a significant propaganda tool 

for gaining allies and maintaining their ascendancy over those allies.  

 

Equally important was the impact of Jefferson’s propaganda within England. 

The use of Saxon forbears invoked popular fear about the Hanoverian presence in 

England, and the possibility that Britain would be ruled according to Germany’s 

best interests rather than her own. In England both Whig and whig writers were 
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already popularising the idea that there had been Saxon laws that predated feudal 

oppression; the removal of James II had relied on that assumption.  Therefore one 

might argue that the Whigs in the English parliament would be predisposed to 

recognise an American recourse to Saxon precedent. 

 

Although a popular idealization of England’s pre-feudal history did exist in 

both Britain and America, and was certainly responsible for directing Jefferson’s 

attention to the pre-Norman origin of the common law, it is misleading to identify 

Jefferson as a subscriber to the myth of Saxon democracy.  One certainly cannot do 

so on the basis of his source material.  Early Anglo-Saxon studies had been 

conducted by men who fell on the Tory side of the political line, and of the 

progressivist whigs, men such as Milton do not in fact display the excessively 

tendentious use of Anglo-Saxon history of which they are so often accused. 

Furthermore, the political theories of the English Whigs really had a very limited 

use to Jefferson in his quest for American identity and a precedent for 

independence. Indeed the differences between Jefferson and the English Whigs 

ought to banish easy assumptions about the English centrality of ideas in the 

eighteenth century.  It would be interesting to study the writers with whom 

Jefferson was corresponding in Europe to determine the extent to which their 

concepts were influenced by their contact with this extraordinary mind.593   

 

To describe Jefferson as a subscriber to a myth of Saxon democracy, then, is 

to make an extraordinary simplification on the basis of the very superficial 

similarity between Jefferson’s constitutional legal theory and that of the Whig party 

in England and to ignore his own very clearly expressed view that in many ways 

the Saxon era had represented a low point in civilized history.  It relies on 

expansion of brief comments in public forums, for which there are political 

motivations, such as his assertion that the democratic nature of the Saxons was 
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inherent in their language.  This type of comment in the hands of an astute 

politician should be read as a play to popular beliefs to secure endorsement of his 

ambitious ideas, and not be taken as an indication that Jefferson’s philosophy was a 

naïve simplification, especially when there exists in Jefferson’s writing such 

evidence to the contrary.  The expanded comments in the Anglo-Saxon Essay make 

it perfectly plain that Jefferson considered the Saxon era much as Milton did; a dark 

age.  Jefferson held only Alfred’s reign exceptional. 

 

Jefferson’s source material alone transcended a subscription to popular ideas.  

Although he collected most of the whig progressivist texts, his libraries also 

contained a significantly higher proportion of early English primary sources than 

was common in eighteenth-century America. From Gildas through to the major 

thirteenth century histories, Jefferson gathered everything to which he was exposed 

that related to the Saxon era. Far from being unread and unused library decorations, 

he referred to these sources in his writings, and annotated them for his future use.  

He replaced them in each of his libraries and recommended them to students. In his 

pursuit of these texts he emphasised usuable rather than decorative editions. There 

can be little doubt in the practical meaning of this history to the man. 

 

Nor was Jefferson’s Anglo-Saxonism particularly similar to the Teutonic 

racism of the nineteenth century, although it is not difficult to see the contribution 

that he made to the Anglo-Saxon elitist movement.  As Benedict Anderson 

observed ‘The dreams of racism actually have their origin in ideologies of class, 

rather than those of nation: above all in claims to divinity among rulers and to 

‘blue’ or ‘white’ blood and ‘breeding’ among aristocracies.’594 Certainly in the 

nineteenth century Anglo-Saxonism in the South did not appear to equate with 

democracy any more than King Arthur in the North equated with a monarchy, in 

fact the reverse appears true.  
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Throughout the nineteenth-century race seems to have been used as a means 

to establish a ‘democracy-friendly’ class structure, particularly in the period 1830-

1860.  The Anglo-Saxon origins of democracy were used to establish American 

independence from England.  The same principles were then applied to other 

nations, and American Anglo-Saxons perceived themselves as the pre-eminent 

democrats of the world.  As such, they were entitled to impose themselves upon 

others, as to do so was to ‘rescue’ them from an unenlightened state.  Racial 

exclusion could be used to justify the oppression of the Mexicans and the Irish, as 

readily as it could be used to inspire war against the English, the Spaniards, and the 

French.  Ultimately, racial trends could be used to justify slavery or to defend the 

destruction of fellow citizens on the fields of the Civil War. Jefferson’s passion for 

Anglo-Saxonism had provided a means for the adoption of English history and he 

was no longer there to supervise the selection of that history.  In the nineteenth 

century it would support the Southern social and economic structure, slavery and 

ultimately contribute to the virulent racism with which the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ is 

commonly associated today.  

 

American ideas did not spring from a wholly independent font; they were 

reliant on ideas and teachings of their ancestors. Yet there is something of the 

Creation myth in Jefferson’s approach to history, which sought to bypass the 

teachings of his immediate English predecessors in favour of primary source 

material, an idea that was certainly out of vogue in Europe. Jefferson wanted future 

American statesmen exposed to the Anglo-Saxon language. He intended to provide 

them with the means to access their history directly, independent of political 

historians.  He made every effort within his power to democratize the study of 

Anglo-Saxon language and culture, taking it away from the academic elite and 

making it available to the entire voting class of Americans, a much larger elite 

group, in an attempt to shape them into better government officials. Jefferson was 

unlike any other Anglo-Saxonist of his day, in his contention that Anglo-Saxon 

history and language was essential for all future American statesmen. 
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Emphatic in his belief that America should not be held hostage to the past, 

Jefferson nevertheless recognized the value of precedent and behavioral models. 

Born into a rank of society that prized heritage and longevity, Jefferson actively 

sought a legacy to claim for America.  It is perhaps a refreshing sign of 

vulnerability in the inscrutable statesman that he felt such a need for roots, and 

certainly a tribute to his genius and his scholarship that he found a place for 

America in the history of civilized development that negated immediate descent 

from the British Empire. So often seen as a Father of the American nation, 

Jefferson can now also be recognized as a guardian of historical precedent, 

carefully selecting for his children the models from the past that would best guide 

their future. 
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APPENDIX: WATTERSTON’S CATALOGUE 

 

 

1. Memory 

a. Antient (sic) History 

b. Modern History – Foreign 

c. Modern History – British 

d. Modern History – American 

e. History – Ecclesiastical 

f. Natural Philosophy 

g. Agriculture 

h. Chemistry 

i. Surgery 

j. Medicine 

k. Animals – Anatomy 

l. Animals – Zoology 

m. Botany 

n. Mineralogy 

o. Occupations of Man. Technical Arts 

 

2. Philosophy 

a. Ethics 

i. Moral Philosophy 

ii. Law of Nature and Nations 

b. Religion 

c. Jurisprudence – Equity 

d. Jurisprudence – Common Law 

e. Jurisprudence – Law – Merchant 

f. Jurisprudence – Law – Maritime 

g. Jurisprudence – Law – Ecclesiastical 
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h. Jurisprudence. Foreign Law 

i. Politics 

j. Mathematics. Pure. Arithematic 

k. Mathematics. Pure. Geometry 

l. Physico-Mathematics. 

i. Mechanics 

ii. Statics 

iii. Dynamics 

iv. Pneumatics 

v. Phonics 

vi. Optics 

m. Astronomy 

n. Geography 

 

3. Fine Arts 

a. Architecture 

b. Gardening, Painting, Sculpture 

c. Music 

d. Poetry. Epic 

e. Romance. Tales – Fables 

f. Pastorals, Odes, Elegies 

g. Didactic 

h. Tragedy 

i. Comedy 

j. Dialogue – Epistolary 

k. Logic, Rhetoric, Orations 

l. Criticism. Theory 

m. Criticism. Bibliography 

n. Criticism. Languages 

o. Polygraphical 
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