Queries Regarding the Western Rivers

An Unpublished Letter from Thomas Jefferson

to the Geographer of the United States

JOHN HOFFMANN

THOMAS JEFFERSON'S keen interest in the
development of the West, including the Old
Northwest, is woven into the fabric of early
Illinois history. Evidence of this, if more were
needed, is found in a previously unpublished
letter written by Jefferson in 1784 while he
was a member of the Continental Congress,
the lackluster national forum to which
Virginia sent him after his tenure as governor
and in which, for several monthsin 1783 and
1784, he quietly assumed legislative leader-
ship. “Our body,” he later recalled, “was
little numerous, but very contentious.” But
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was that not Inevitable, he asked, in an
assembly of lawyers, “whose trade it is to
question everything, yield nothing and talk
by the hour?” Although “nothing was
adopted as he proposed it,” he yet took “the
laboring oar” in several measures to shape
the new republic, including ratifying the
Treaty of 1783 and creating the national do-
main through Virginia's cession of western
lands and the Ordinance of 1784.!
Jefferson’s work in the Continental Con-
gress, however constructive, was scarcely as
conspicuous as his later service as minister to
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