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Thomas Jefferson is one of the most famous men in American 
history. The list of his political accomplishments, such as writing the 
Declaration of Independence, serving as Minister to France, becoming 
America’s third President, and spearheading the Louisiana Purchase, 
is long indeed.

But that describes Jefferson the public servant. What about 
Jefferson the private man? How was he affected by the untimely 
death of his wife? Where did he long to be above all other places 
in the world? What was his reaction to his fights with Alexander 
Hamilton under President George Washington? How did his passion 
for continually rebuilding his home lead to worry?

While most people know of and about many of the political deeds he 
performed, fewer know much about his personal life. This biography 
tells not only the public accomplishments of Thomas Jefferson, but 
also reveals the private side of his remarkable life.
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1
The Enemy Approaches

It was sunrise in early June 1781. The Revolutionary War between 
Britain and the United States was raging. As part of England’s strat-
egy to try to snuff out the American rebellion in the south, British 
troops had invaded Virginia and forced the state government to scat-
ter from Richmond to Charlottesville. Thomas Jefferson, the governor 
of Virginia, was near Charlottesville in his stately home, Monticello. 
With him were Patrick Henry and several other Virginia legislators. 

Unexpectedly, in the early daylight, a rider on horseback gal-
loped up to Monticello. His horse was panting heavily as the rider 
dismounted and scrambled up to the door, a look of extreme anxiety 
on his face. 

The rider was Captain Jack Jouett of the Virginia militia, his 
young face streaked with angry red cuts and welts from whipping 
past branches and bushes in his race through the darkened forest to 
Monticello. He had overheard the dreaded British Green Dragoons’ 
plans to try to capture Jefferson and the legislators. Immediately, 
Jouett had mounted his horse and risked a gallop through the forest 
at night to warn them. 

The governor did not panic. Quickly he sent his wife and young 
daughters away from Monticello and arranged the transfer of the 
state government to the town of Staunton. Then, telescope by his 
side, he spent the next few hours arranging for the safety of his most 
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important papers. According to one story, he even sat down and had 
breakfast. 

Periodically Jefferson used the telescope to search the forests and 
brush of Monticello for any signs that enemy troops were approach-
ing. At the same time two of Jefferson’s slaves, Martin and Caesar, 
were trying to hide as many of Monticello’s valuables as possible 
under the floor of the front portico of the house. Martin stood on the 
portico above and handed the items down to Caesar. They knew that 
at any minute, British soldiers could burst from the trees and take 
everyone in the house as prisoner.

Suddenly Jefferson stiffened. He had been looking through the 
telescope when he saw the familiar green and red uniforms of the 
British dragoons begin the climb up the hill to Monticello. The 
enemy was fast approaching. 

Jefferson still did not panic. However, he realized time was run-
ning out. He mounted his horse and rode off into the distance, out of 
danger. Meanwhile, Martin knew that the British troops were close 
by. He lowered the porch plank back into place before letting Caesar 
come out. Caesar remained in that dark hole, without food or water, 
for the next eighteen hours. 

Jefferson had done the best he could under difficult circum-
stances. As he rode away, he had no way of knowing that the episode 
would come back to haunt him in later years. It would be a major 
stain upon an otherwise superb record of public service . . . and 
would almost cost him the United States presidency.
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