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JB: Perhaps your journey to the Pacific was not so uneventful 

if you have come to us by canoe, flat boat, horse and on foot 

from St. Louis. The great Umadilla Rapids on the Columbia River

are really a bear aren’t they?

TJ: They are indeed, but what excitement I have realized—

what a sense of wonder and delight.

JB: We’ve arranged for you to return on a machine that flies

like a bird—you’ll be back at Monticello in just a few hours rather

than several months—a great achievement of modern science 

and technology.

JB: Let’s turn our attention to the subject of books, libraries and

reading. Mr. Jefferson, libraries in America today are the 

cornerstones of the communities they serve. Free access to the books,

ideas, resources, and information in America’s libraries is 

imperative, we believe, for education, employment, enjoyment and 

self-government. So, our free public libraries, established early 

in the nineteenth century, continue to this day to uphold the

fundamental democratic values of the republic. Two years from 

now, we will celebrate the bicentennial of the establishment of the

first ‘free public library’ founded for the children of Salisbury,

Connecticut in 1803, during your first term as President; many

others followed, including a much larger free library at Peterborough,

New Hampshire. Then, in 1835, the great State of New York 

established the first public library system funded by residents. Today,

there are over 16,000 local public libraries in the United States 

serving nearly all communities, urban, suburban and rural.

TJ: Very good progress. I often thought that nothing would do

more extensive good at small expense than the establishment of a

circulating library in every county, to consist of well-chosen books,

to be lent to the people of the county, under such regulations as

would secure their safe return in due time. One of the disappoint-

ments of my years in the Virginia Assembly after Independence,

was the failure of a bill to establish a library for the people—what

you now call a free public library. The year was 1796, and I drafted

three bills that together proposed a systematical plan of general

education with three parts—1st, elementary schools for all 

children generally, rich or poor. 2nd, colleges, for a middle degree

of instruction calculated for the common purposes of life, and an

ultimate grade for teaching the sciences generally, and in their

highest degree. 

JB: Good evening and a warm welcome to all 

of you. I’d like to dedicate tonight’s program to the memory and 

spirit of a good friend and colleague to many of us gathered here—

Dr. John C. Tyson, who died far too young in 1996. A man of

uncommon energy and enthusiasm, with a dedication to libraries

and library staff, at all levels, John would almost surely have 

graced this stage at some time—so this one’s for him.   

Last year in Chicago, President Nancy Kranich invoked the 

spirit of our recent past, the era of the 1930s and 40s—a time that

challenged the American democracy in profound and 

unparalleled ways.

Tonight, for a few minutes, we’ll further explore our democratic

roots by revisiting the beginnings of our republic—we’ll cross a

bridge to the eighteenth century. A time of revolution, of 

exploration, of high spirits and enlightened thought—a time when

we carved out the notion that a free people could and should 

freely govern themselves. Today, as at the beginning of our great 

democratic experiment, our journey toward the realization of

full political, economic and social equality remains very much 

‘a work in progress.’

Through the magic of modern science, some good luck, and a

capable casting agent, we are privileged to have a very special

guest with us this evening. A person we’ve brought back across the

bridge from the time in which he lived—the late18th and early 

19th centuries—to our own time. We seek conversation with 

a man of the Age of Enlightenment.

Will you all please rise and welcome the 3rd President of the

United States, Mr. Thomas Jefferson. 

JB: Welcome Mr. President, I trust your journey to 

San Francisco was uneventful.

TJ: I will tell you, Mr. Berry, during my lifetime, I never

traveled west of the Virginia territory, so you have given me 

the great opportunity to, at last, follow the route first explored by

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark on the remarkable

journey of the ‘Corps of Discovery.



JB: At issue is the technological medium I’ve referred to—

what we call the Internet—a global network of amazing breadth

and depth; a technology that is the agent of ‘transformative

change,’ perhaps as great as that of moveable type. Congress

decreed that public access computers in all public libraries receiving

federal funds install shields, what we call ‘filters,’ to screen out

certain visual depictions from children and adults alike. The

problem is, these filters, in addition to not reliably screening what

they’re supposed to, also screen much speech of a medical, scientific,

political and social nature so wisely protected by the 

First Amendment to the Constitution.

TJ: The Congress seems misguided in this effort. I was 

ambassador to France when our Bill of Rights was debated and

adopted, but I stayed in touch from afar; the First Amendment

seeks to protect the rights of our countrymen to speak, worship,

assemble peaceably and to read freely, and as they deemed 

appropriate. We should be far from presuming to direct the reading

of our fellow citizens, who are good enough judges themselves 

of what is worthy of their reading.

JB: Well said, Mr. President and precisely the point! In fact, 

in 1948, the American Library Association created its own 

‘Library Bill of Rights’ affirming that all libraries are forums for 

information and ideas, and that some basic policies should guide

their services. Among them are the notions that: Libraries should 

provide materials and information presenting all points of view on

current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed

or removed because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval. 

Libraries should challenge censorship in the fulfillment of their 

responsibility to provide information and enlightenment. And that

a person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged

because of origin, age, background or views.

TJ: These words sound very familiar, indeed—and 

good that you bear in mind this sacred principle, that though 

the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that will, 

to be rightful, must be reasonable; that the minority possess their 

equal rights, which equal laws must protect, and to violate

which would be oppression.

The second bill would make the William and Mary College a 

university, and the third would have established a library for the

public; but the wealthy were unwilling to incur the burden 

of taxation both for their own children and those of the poor.

JB: Mr. Jefferson, among our continuing challenges is ensuring

equitable access to information for all—a particular challenge 

in a global village linked by powerful and ubiquitous information

networks—but our central purpose as librarians remains constant—

connecting people to ideas—to provide the broadest access to

recorded knowledge at the lowest cost to everyone. A well-informed

public seems our best hope for preserving and extending democratic

ideals. I recall that you once wondered whether our peace 

and order are best preserved by giving power and energy to the

government or by giving information to the people.

TJ: This last, giving information to the people, is the 

most certain and the most legitimate engine of government.

Educate and inform the whole mass of the people. 

Enable them to see that it is in their interest to preserve peace 

and order, and they will preserve them. And it requires no 

very high degree of education to convince them of this. The people

are the only sure reliance for the preservation of our liberty. 

JB: Let me sharpen the focus a little more. Three months ago,

our association, with nine other plaintiffs, filed suit in

Philadelphia against our federal government over the issue of 

censorship—of free and unrestricted access to information—the

third such attempt by the federal government in the last five years.

TJ: A courageous stand, my friend. But what prompts 

such persistent action by the federal government whose primary 

responsibility is to ensure that all of our individual liberties 

and freedoms are secure?



TJ: While we are so much on the subject of books and reading

and libraries, I do have a question for you, Mr. Berry. What

became of the second of my library collections, the one I sold to the

Congress in 1815? 

JB: There is someone in our audience this evening who can

readily answer that question. Mr. President, it is my pleasure to

introduce you to Mr. Winston Tabb, the Associate Librarian of

Congress for Library Services, Mr. Tabb?

WT: Mr. President, the American people owe you continuing

thanks for parting with what was then the largest private 

library in the country in a sale to the Congress in 1815 to replace

the library burned by the British a year earlier. 

Regrettably, a number of your 6,400 volume library were lost 

in another fire on Christmas Eve, 1851. So, when the Library, now

numbering over 120 million items, approached its bicentennial

last year, we looked for an idea that would honor your gift to 

the nation and celebrate the founding of the Library of Congress.

Our enterprising Head of Rare Books four years ago, 

Nancy Davenport, who is also with us this evening, presented us

with the idea of ‘reconstructing’ and displaying your library 

during the year 2000 in the building that now bears your name.

A generous private gift enabled us to seek out and replace much of

your original library from book dealers around the world. 

Your fine catalog of the collection, used by the Library until the

beginning of the 20th century, made this reconstruction possible.

In fact, your library remains on exhibit in the Jefferson building

and is arranged in the intellectual order of memory, reason and 

imagination that you conceived, but could never physically realize

at Monticello. The exhibit has proved so moving and popular 

with people of all ages that, by public demand, the Library is 

making it permanent! Your belief, Mr. President, in the combined

power of knowledge, freedom of ideas, and democracy is the

Library’s true cornerstone.

TJ: Mr. Tabb and Ms. Davenport, thank you very much 

for remembering me in this most thoughtful way—you do me too 

much honor. Though gladly sold to Congress, I quickly found that 

I missed my books terribly—my greatest of all amusements 

is reading; I cannot live without books. So I began to assemble a

third library, which grew, to over 2,000 volumes by 1826.

JB: I fear you may be growing tired after your long and taxing 

journey; do you have any last questions or thoughts for us?

TJ: Yes, I do. I’ve long wondered what became of the Hemings

family of Monticello?

JB: Interesting you should ask that question; let me simply 

say that you, sir, appear certain to have left a far richer and more

diverse legacy than any of us might have supposed. The black

Jeffersons fared well enough—though not, mind you, as well as the

white Jeffersons. In fact, in 1997, the two parts of your ‘extended’

family stood together, at last, on the steps at Monticello.

TJ: You have raised the issue of race and slavery and I feel I must

comment. I have previously referred to the year 1796; there was also

a bill that year in the Virginia Assembly on the subject of slaves—it

was a mere digest of the existing laws respecting them, without any

intimation of a plan for a future and general emancipation. But it

was found that the public mind would not yet bear the proposition,

but I felt the day was not distant when it must bear and adopt it, or

worse would follow. Nothing was more certainly written in the book

of fate than that these people were to be free.
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JB: Worse did follow, Mr. President, just a few years after your 

passing. But, in time, and with a great struggle, and much loss of

life, slavery was abolished and the slaves emancipated, though 

we note, with sadness, that unlike many of your contemporaries,

you did not free your slaves during your own lifetime. The 

distinguished historian of African-American history, Professor

John Hope Franklin, said of you not long ago: “I am a forgiving

man, therefore I forgive him for what he did, but I remember that

what he did was a transgression against mankind.” None of us,

not one of us, can transcend our own time and circumstance,

Mr. President, so we too, must and do forgive you and indeed

forgive ourselves for the transgressions of our forebears, and move

on. So we continue the necessary work of creating an American

democracy devoid of racism and hatred—and full of the promise

that holds that all of us are truly free and equal and that the

opportunity to pursue our dreams and fulfill our individual

promise must remain our most admirable and attainable

collective goal.

TJ: And so we have gone on. And so we shall go on, puzzled and 

prospering beyond example in the history of man. And I do believe

we shall continue to grow, to multiply and to prosper until we

exhibit an association powerful, wise and happy beyond what has

yet been seen by men. I like the dreams of the future better than the

history of the past.So goodnight. I will dream on, always fancying

that all of you are by my side, marking our progress.

JB: Mr. Jefferson, we, too, have dedicated ourselves to enriching

the lives of the people in their pursuit of knowledge, wisdom, hap-

piness and, yes, enlightenment. And we mark our progress through

the good work we do each day in the true ‘palaces of the people’—

our public, school, academic and special libraries.

Thank you for being with us this evening, Mr. President.

We have prepared one of your favorite meals for this assembly—

so let us enjoy the evening and continue our conversation—

and please join us for some music and dancing with 

San Francisco’s Karen Drucker Band.

Well, there it is. Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Thomas Jefferson.
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