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Jetferson Enters the Storg

Though Jefterson may have learned of the ﬂg ear!ier,

the first documented evidence comes from a 1787 letter he

received in Paris

where he was serving as Minister P!énipotentiarg.




A Pernicious Insect

William Hay to JeHerson, April 26,1787

“Your native country exhibits at present a very gloomg Picture,‘ the most
striking traits of which are a degeneracg of manners and an unequal and slow

administration of Justice.”

To make matters worse, Hay tells of farmers who have

“seen with SOIMTOW ... the wheat anc! gfequentlg the corn almcj'st'tota”g

dcstrogecl, for some years past, ]39 a Pemiciou’s insect..
no remecig has been ?ouncl outncor them.

the same bug is known to the northward and is there denominated

the Hessian Flg.”




A Calamitg more to be Dreaded than the Ravages of War

A year later, Jegerson, still in France, read in The American

Museum, an even drearier Picture In which farmers

“dread its {the Hessian ﬂg’s) aPProach

the Prospect IS, that unless means are discovered to Prevent

its progress
the whole continent will be over run

a calamitg more to be Clreacle‘cl‘ than the ravages of war.”




~ Méttérs UnFolcling N Englancl

Matters unFolding n Englancl also caught Jetterson’s

attention.

The Privy Council Committee on Trade, which was

stocked with members still seething over the lost war

was warned of the dire consequen(:es of the Hessian

ﬂg should the government continue to iml:)ort wheat

from America.




A- . Matters UnFolcling n Englancl

Based on a report from Headed bg Joseph Banké, Presiclen"t

of the Rogal Societg of London,

The council recommended to King George N that

- Joseph Banks | American wheat im]:)orts be banned to circumvent =

“a calamitg of much more extensive aﬁnvcl fatal

consequences than the admission of the Plague.”_




~ Ma’tters Umcoldingin Englancl

What was especia”g ga”ing to Jefterson

was that there was scant evidence either way about.

whether the ﬂg larvae would survive the trip to Britain

Banks set an impossible standard to meet:

“Positive ProoF that no danger whatever existé”

reimcorcing the nbtion that this was retribution for

a lost war.




- Méttérs UnFolcling N Englancl

Thomas Paine wrote Jetferson

that the ban “was onlg a Political manoeuvré of

the Minis’crg.”




Méttérs UnFolcling N Englancl

JC]C‘FCFSOH COﬂCUfTCCJ.

He wasn’t worried about the effect of the ban per se,

as Englancl importecl on|9 a small Proportion of

America’s wheat exPorts

but the ban might scare other countries like

France, which iml:)ortecl much greater quantities.




Méttérs UnFolcling N Englancl

Jefterson decried to his friend Benjamin Vaughn that the

repor’c was li’c’cle more than

“libel on our wheat ...

which can have no objec’c but to do us iry’urg |

bg sPreaclinga groundless alarmin thosé
coUntries of EuroPe where our wheat is

constantlg-ancl |<inc”9 received.

It 1s a mere assassination.”




JeHerson’s Return Stateside

On his return back to the United States, Jefferson had his

hands full.

Washington had aPPointed him the -countrg’s first Secretarg
of State and he was also Vice Presidéht of the American

Philosophical Societg.

Both Positions would Plag arole in his growing connectioh

to the Hessian ﬂg.




Hessian Flies in the Mail

In 1791, JeHerson received an unusual Parcel from Ezra L’Hommedieu in

Long Island:

L’Hommedieu wrote |
Since | saw you at this Place I have received from Colo: 59|vester
Dering of Shelter 1sland some Observations he had made on the

wheat Insect commonlg called the hessian ﬂg,

which I send you herewith inclosed with some Stubble of the
ge”ow bearded wheat (s little subject to lrjurg bg the Insect as

any we have).

By careFu”y examining this Stubble, by oPening the Straw near
the Roots and first Joints you will find many of the lnse_cfs in

their chrgsolis State still alive and their Inclosure or Case very

,Tencler. >

s casy to see that tl']e Insect m‘igh't be brought From Germa‘ng

to New York or c'a:;ried from us to EurOpe‘in the Straw or

Stubble _
but not in the wheat excePt 133 ‘much troub!e énd bg :

e design.




The Best Means of Preventing or Destroging the Insect

In 1791, JeHerson took it upon himself

to create and chair an American Pnilosopnical '
Societg committee to stuclg the Hessian ﬂ9 to

determine

"the best means of Preventing or &estroging tne Insect.”




James Madison Enters the Story

: Jegerson wouH soon get the chance to gatlﬂer some omc that'

Hessian ﬂg data himself.

_ His friend and Protégé) James Madison,

suggestecl that tlﬁeg take a month~long excursion to the lands and

lakes of New York, Connecticut, Vermont and New Jerseg with

“health, recreation and ;uriosi’tg”‘clkiving thejourneg.




- More Rumors

JeHerson saw it as a chance notjust to relax,

but also to survey farmers and the like éboufthe Hessian ﬁg along |

the way.

Jetferson and Madison decided to mee_’c in New York Citg on

May 19 and to commence on their holiclag from there.

That was a mistake. |

New York City was a hotbed of Federalism, and the

adopted home of Jefferson’s nemesis, Al::xanc:ler Hamilton.




lore Rumors




- More Rumors

The British Consul General, Sir John Temple, was convinced

that Jefferson and Madison had

“gone to the Eastern States, to Proselgte as far as theg are

able to a commercial war with Great Britain.”




- More Rumors

Hamilton’s allies saw the visit as a stela to undermine their

leacler, ancl, more genera”g) the Federalists.

New York State Assemblgman Robcrt Troup wrote to

Hamilton, his friend and King’s Co”ege roommate.

: Alexander Hamilton

“Delenda est Carthago [Carthagc must be destrbgled] |

suppose is the Maxim adoptecl with respect to you

" i ’clﬂcg succeed thég wi”turﬁble the fabric o1C fbe -

government in ruins to the grouncl.”

Robert Troupe o5




More Rumors

Neither thejoumals Jefferson and Madison kep’t during their trip nor ’Eheir writings afterward
_even hint at a Plot against the Federalists
a meeting with Clinton

or a commercial war against Britain.




| Micldling Inns

Instead, Jegerson’sjoumals from the triP show ahgthing but

Politics.

He ranked each of the 28 inns in which theg étagecl (eleven

“goocl)” twelve “miclc”ing,” and five “bad”).

He recored dozens of natural histdrg observations.




300 Unquachog Words

During their triP) Jefrerson and Madison visited a Unquachog
Indian settlement of "about 20 souls" in Brookhaven, Long

Island.

Jetterson spent a clay tall(ing with two women from the tribe

deciphering the English ec]uivélent of almost 300

@ nc]uachog words

- COoW, dog, sun, c:loor) chimnég, br_eacl and more

so their language would not g0 extinct.




No‘tes’on the Hessian f:lg |

What Jegerson’sjournal also shows is that the Héssian ﬂg WAS =

front and center in his mind.

Between Mag 24 and June 18

He compiled a six~|:>age document

“Notes on the Hessian Flg,”

for himself and the American Philosophical Society.




No‘tes’on the Hessian f:lg |

Jeterson’s first entry IS logged sixteen miles north of
Pouglﬁkeepsie, New Yor|<) where he writes of a Conrad | asher

who told him that

“The Hessian ﬂg remains on the ground among the stubble of

the old wheat. ..

soon after the wheat comes up thég lag the egg init, of the

size of anit...
the old ﬂg dies in the winter.

=i the spring theg begin to grow.”




No‘tes’on the Hessian f:lg |

Twentg—-miles away From there cherson Ieamed that

“the ﬂg came first in 1787 into this néighborlﬂood and

destrogecl the crops of 87. 88. 89.’?




CirCular on the Hessian leg -

When Jefferson returned to Philadelphia his role as
Sec:retarg of State and his Passion for stu&ging the Hessian

ﬂg returned with him.

Working with his committee at the Amcrfcan Pl’lilosophical

Societg

Jetferson wrote up a “Circular on The Hessian Flg”

which was distributed and Printed In newspapers around

the countty. -




At a meeting of the Commaittee appointed by the American Philofophical So-
ciety for the purpofe of collecting and communicating to the Society materi-
als for forming the Natural Hiftory of the Infect called the HESSIAN-
FLY, as alfo information of the beft means of preventing or deftroying

the Infecl, and whatever elfe relative to the fame may be interefling to Agri-
culture :

R. ESOLVED that, for obtaining information of the fa&s neceflary for form-

ing the natural hiftory of this infec, before its entire evanithment from among us,
it be recommended to all perfons whofe fituation may have brought them into ac-
quaintance with any fuch fadts to communicate the fame by letter addreffed to
Thomas Jefferfon, Efq. Secretary of State to the United-States.

And that the proper objets of inquiry and information may be more particularly
pointed out, the following Queftions are




) 1.

In what year, and at what time of the year, was this animal observed for the first

time? Does it seem to have made its appearance in this country only of late years, or
are there any reafons for fuppofing that it was known in any part of the United-
States previously to the commencement of the late revolution ?

N

At what time of the year has this infect been obferved in the Egg-State? At what
time in the Worm-State? And at what time in the Fly-State? How long does it re-
main in each of thefe feveral ftates? Does it pafs through more than one generation
in the courfe of a year? If it does, which generation of the infect is at all times the

most injurious?




Circular on the Hessian F‘lg

The circular did spur some replies.

David Redick wrote Jefferson: |

'l can now inform the committee that the ﬂg appears this
season about six or seven miles south of this town

[Washington] 2




Circular on the Hessian F‘lg

Jose[:)h Moore of West Chester) Pennsglvania wrote that the

flies’

“clepreclations do not appear to be confined to any Particular

soil ... none with us have entire|9 escal:)ed without lnjgrg.”

John Sheparcl noted that
“it seems most injuriou‘s to wheat sown on a low wet soil, its

ravages appear much less in grouncl recentlg ma.nur’cl."




Circular on the Hessian Fly

The responses were harc”g sufficient for Jefferson’s committee to
Procluce a rePort of any sort and soon the committee simplg

dissolved.




Circular on the Hessian Fly

From that Point forward

Jefferson’s Passions drifted elsewhere
his Poli’tical duties grew greater and greater,
and his obsession with the Hessian ﬂg Petere& out and soon all but

‘ &isaPPearecJ.

With a brief resurgence when the Hessian flies arrived in Monticello
in 1811,

at which time he wrote fellow Virginian William Johnson

“we, of this state, must ‘make bread, and be contented with
so much of that as a miserable insect will leave us. .. for such
swarms of tlje Wheat~ﬂ9 were never before seen in this

cou ntrg.”







Jefferson Was Constantlg Drawn To All Things Natural Hist'drg




