








constructed inductively out of findings drawn from experience, from the experiences of
capable fellow farmers, and from a library of authoritative farmer-writers from both sides
of the Atlantic.

If Jefferson’s farm book confronts a reader with the brute matter of tilling, hog
killing, building, and managing slave labor, his garden book presents a more evocative
and overtly experimental view of farming. The 66 manuscript pages supply calendars of
plantings, crop varieties, and yields dating from 1769 to 1824.® The earliest entries treat
his gardens and orchards at Shadwell, the remainder, gardening at Monticello.

Jefferson grew flowers, herbs, and vegetables in his gardens, reflecting that pre-
twentieth century tendency to intermingle practical and aesthetic rationales for planting.
Flowers were beautiful, but were understood to have been medicinal as well. While
Jefferson had moved beyond the old humoral picture of health, he retained the Galenic
belief that nutrition had both corrective (invalid cuisine) and normative (regular fare)
regimes of ingestion, both of which had to be supported in the kitchen beds, particularly
on an estate where the health of many laborers mattered. His calendars announced at
irregular intervals the planting, grafting, blooming, setting, and harvest dates of plants
and trees. Consumption caused him to cast his notice beyond the bounds of Monticello:
“May 8 eat peas at Barclay in Charles-City” “May 15 eat strawberries at Dr.
Richman’s.” By the frequency of mention, fresh spring peas meant as much to Jefferson
as they did to any Englishman, as the first fruits of the season of plenty. The plantings
were commonplace until 1774, when a host of Italian vegetables, the benefaction of

Philip Mazzei—radicchio, Tuscan garlic, Salvastrella di Pisa appeared in the lists. Indeed

*Thomas Jefferson’s Garden Book. Thomas Jefferson Papers, an Electronic Archive.
<http://www.thomasjeffersonpapers.org/garden/>. Accessed March 15, 2009.




the explosive expansion of vegetable varieties can be viewed directly as a function of
Jefferson connection with Mazzei, who had moved to Virginia in 1773 with a band of
immigrants intent on introducing the olive to American culture.

What surprises about Jefferson’s laconic record is what is not present: indications
of quantities planted, notices of problems (insect infestation, diseases) disrupting
cultivation, records of crop yields—the gist of experimental investigation. Instead we
have a muster roll of plants. Its interest lay in the variety of cultivars listed and their
frequently transatlantic provenance.

Two similar kinds of listings appeared in early farm periodicals: the market price
listing, and the advertisements for nurseries. The former bore a date, a list of
commodities names, and prices current at a given market locale; the latter, a catalogue of
plants available for purchase. The former tended to be restricted to the staple items
available in a market at a season, the latter documented the variety of plants and seeds
being vended. Of the two, Jefferson’s notes more closely resemble the latter. Even
before the American Revolution Jefferson was aware of the creation of global gardens,
plantings incorporating an extensive range of plant material. He had seen the Bartram
garden in Philadelphia first hand and new about Alexander Garden’s “Otranto” in South
Carolina. He had read about Kew, and knew the French royal gardens. In the nineteenth
century a new model of master garden emerged, combining experimental, educational,
and commercial dimensions: William Prince’s Linnean Garden, Parmentier’s orchard in
Brooklyn, Jesse Buel’s nursery near Albany, Nicholas Herbemont’s and James

Guignard’s mirror gardens in Columbia SC. The exceptional, exemplary character of
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Parmentier’s Horitcultural Garden, New England Farmer 7, 11 (October 3, 1828).



these sources of plant material was figured in print and writing by lists of what they
contained. Certain of the Journals, particularly those associated with agricultural
societies in the 1820s established nurseries so that subscribers could obtain seed and
cuttings of the plants they read about in contributions to the journals. This tendency to
link horticultural collections expressed itself in books (William Robert Prince’s
pomological manuals tied to his New York gardens) as well as periodicals (Jesse Buel’s
The Cultivator, linked both the his Albany nursery and the New York Agricultural
Society for which he was chief plant curator).?

American nurseries could not have come into existence without the aid of print.
Print established a more than local clientele for unusual seeds and plants; it stimulated the
ethic of improvement among farmers; it inspired anxiety that inherited habits of soil
treatment and growing would lead to a ruin and only crop diversification and rotation
could forestall. Print also spread a spirit of emulation and competition among farmers,
publishing the winners of the cattle shows, or the recipients of society premiums for
grains and vegetables.

In the year Jefferson died, in 1826, Rev. Charles Goodrich of Hartford,

Connecticut, surveyed the transformations wrought in American farming since the

American Revolution. He noted that since 1806, “agricultural societies have increased

4 William Robert Prince, Pomological Manual; or, a treatise on fruits: containing
descriptions of agreat number of the most valuable varieties for the orchard and garden.
([New York], 1831); A Treatise on the Vine (New York, 1830); A Short Treatise on
Horticulture (New York, 1828).. Buel’s many contributions to American agriculture are
surveyed and his writings excerpted in Jesse Buel, Agricultural Reformer (New York:
Ayer Publishing 1977). He was assistant editor of the Genesee Farmer before founding
The Cultivator in 1835.



from a single one to between fifty and sixty.”? He noted how their “Shows and honorary
rewards” have proved a stimulus to innovation. The agricultural fair, like the model farm,
provided the agricultural spectator with fodder for imagination and desire. “Is the farmer
an admirer of the animal creation He here sees domestic animals, both native and
imported, of the finest forms and choicest qualities. Is he an admirer of the vegetable
productions of the earth? Here are exhibited specimens, which shew, that if in the sweat
of his brow, man must toil, a munificient Providence does not let him toil in vain.” He
noted print’s important role in renovation of American farming. Indeed, the success of
the agricultural revolution underway depended upon “our farmers, as a body, becoming
men of more reading and information in their profession.” What had the exchange of
information in print, through fairs, and the proceedings of Agricultural societies wrought?
“At the commencement of this period, the highest crops of potatoes were state at 200
bushels to the acre—now, crops of this vegetable are not unfrequently made of from 400
to 700 bushels. Then the highest quantity of corn gathered from an acre was from 40 to
50 bushels—now, we read of numerous crops of from 60 to 120 bushels . . . . Many

,% the Swedish turnip, the carrot, the

valuable roots and plants, such as the mangel wurtze
common beet, the cabbage, some of which were before scarcely known, have been
introduced as general crops, and yield hundreds of bushels to the acres . . . . Our farms

are better ploughed, better manured, better seed, better drained, and better fenced” (p.

68).

25 «Extracts from an Address delivered before the Harford Country Agricultural Society,
October 12, 1826,” New England Farmer 6, 9 (September 21, 1827), p. 68.

%% The mangel wurtzel was the celebrity root of the early republic, generating dozens of
articles in the agricultural press about its efficacy as livestock feed. Tolerant to cold, this
yellow-orange member of the beet family was grown as a winter crop in the south, and a
summer crop well north into Canada. Its leaves could be eaten as well as the root.



This meditation | hope suggests that Jefferson was as much a beneficiary as a
maker of the transformation of American agriculture. We tend, perhaps, to make him too
much an exceptional figure, advancing extravagant claims about the priority of certain of
his practices, the unprecedented character of his plantings at Monticello, or the influence
of his actions. The truth of the matter is that agricultural history is so underdeveloped an
area that we lack the information to judge whom introduced a plant or practice into
America in most instances. Who could tell that Susanna Wright on the Susquehanna
River in Pennsylvania grew an ate eggplant twenty years before Jefferson planted
Mazzei’s seeds in his Monticello garden—it’s a fact unmentioned in any horiticultural or
agricultural chronicle. What we can say with certainty is that he did view himself as a
participant in a society of Agricultural experimenters, intent on reforming planting
because of the peril of continued extractive use of the soil, who looked to conversation,
the exchange of plant materials, and print as a means of replenishing soil, diversifying
plantings, and constructing a system of practices. He attended to his local network of
experimental planters for ideas about practice and soil treatment. He read letters and
books for a translatlantic community of agriculturists to learn about principles of botany,
biology, and geology, and to discover cultivars that might be suited to the circumstance
of the Virginia Piedmont. In the person of Philip Mazzei, he found a neighbor, friend,
and model planter, possessed of cosmopolitan knowledge and a shrewd grasp of local
conditions. Because of his frequent absorption is public affairs, Jefferson was often non
present at Monticello to supervise farming directly, so could not exchange in the sort of
systematic investigation of growth and production that he wished. Nevertheless, he

revered the art and read about it constantly. His greatest contributions to agriculture were



as a publicist, recommending new cultivars to citizens, alerting the public to the looming
crisis of the soil, devising practices that replenish fertility and promote sustainability, and
conspicuously participating in the new periodical world of agricultural letters. He did not
claim that autodynamic power of an agricultural auteur. Indeed, exceptional
individualism on the part of a farmer would have seemed to Jefferson inimical to success
as a cultivator. The spirit of the experimental age of farming expressed itself precisely in
the same manner as the spirit of the earlier republic of letters did and the spirit of
academic scientific inquiry does now—through collaboration, conversation, exchange.?’
Perhaps this truth was expressed no more eloquently or bluntly by the editor of the New
England Farmer: the cheapest way to gain knowledge is to take advantage of the
experience of others; and he who refuses to be taught by the experience of others, if not a
fool, is certainly no so wise as he might be.”?® Jefferson was no fool. He tried to be as
wise as he could be. And he tried to share in his letters, in Notes on the State of Virginia,
in his conversations with his society of farmers, and his contributions to The American

Farmer what wisdom he had gleaned making things grow in the Virginia hill country.

2T | Jefferson was exceptional in anything, it was the extent of his connectedness in this
world.

28 «pdvantages of taking and Patronizing the New England Farmer,” New England
Farmer 1, 16 (November 16, 1822), p. 126.



Appendix I: Jefferson’s Recommendations for an Agricultural Library:
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