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To fully appreciate the scope and diversity of 
�omas JeTerson’s vision for his vegetable garden, you 
must consider the recipe for his daughter’s okra soup. 
It called for lima beans, a crop grown by American 
Indians. It included potatoes, an Andean vegetable 
that was popularized in Great Britain and Northern 
European countries, as well as tomatoes, cultivated 
in Spain and other Mediterranean locales. And, of 
course, there was the okra, an African plant brought 
to the Americas by slaves. “Monticello was a botanic 
garden, an experimental station, an Ellis Island of 
new and unusual introductions from around the 
world,” says Peter Hatch, who has been the director 
of gardens and grounds at Monticello since 1977. 

“�e okra soup was a great metaphor for 
what he was doing,” says Hatch. �ese were all 
vegetablesffrepresenting a multitude of traditions 
and culturesffthat JeTerson grew to feed his family 
in his 1,000-foot-long, terraced plateau garden on the 
southeastern side of his “li—le mountain,” Monticello. 
�e horticultural feat is spectacular when you 
understand that this was the early 1800s, a time 
when most Virginia farmers were focused on root 
crops, such as turnips and beets, and also the ciders 
and brandies they could produce from apple and 
peach orchards. 

�e soup’s ingredients were just a few of the 
330 varieties of more than 70 diTerent vegetables 
JeTerson grew in his “retirement garden.” Says Hatch, 
“�omas JeTerson’s interest in gardening arose from a 
wide-eyed curiosity about the natural world.” 

Afer he lef public life in 1809 until his death 
on July 4, 1826 (yes, poetic timing for the main 
author of the Declaration of Independence), JeTerson 
completed and worked what is today known as his 
vegetable garden. During those 17 years working with 
the African-American gardeners at Monticelloff

particularly slaves named Wormley Hughes, 
Gardener John and GoliathffJeTerson had plenty of 
prosperous harvests. 

But discovery was his real passion, especially when 
it came to vegetables. JeTerson once wrote, “�e 
greatest service which can be rendered [any country] 
is to add a useful plant to its culture.” He took an 
exploratory approach to growing new vegetables in 
his young country. “JeTerson was an experimenter 
with a religious fervor, a Zionistic zeal,” says Hatch. 
“He was the seedy evangelist of vegetables.”

JeTerson was a persistent planter who 
implemented serious discipline to his gardening 
practice. He wrote in “A General Gardening 
Calendar,” which was published in �e American 

Farmer, a national periodical, that farmers should 
get up every Monday morning and start their work 
weeks by sowing a thimble full of le—uce seeds from 
February 1 to September 1. Yes. Every Monday. 
“It was a life lesson akin to brushing your teeth or 
cleaning your dinner plate or saying your prayers,” 
says Hatch. “It showed discipline and showed you the 
passion he had for gardening.” 

Even the layout of his garden followed a strict 
order. �e main part of the 2-acre garden was divided 
into 24 squares, and they were arranged according to 
which part of the plant was being harvestedfffruits, 
roots or leaves. “�is was a clear retection of the 
Enlightenment thought,” says Hatch. JeTerson sought 
to categorize the natural world around him. �e 
site and situation of the garden allowed JeTerson to 
extend the growing season into winter months and 
provided a microclimate for some of the more tender 
vegetables. 

“�e success or failure of his horticultural 
experiments was inconsequential compared to the 
example of his stewardship,” says Hatch. “�e history 
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