
Jefferson’s Garden Synopsis 

 

 

 

 In Timberlake Wertenbaker’s story of the 18th-century fight for liberty and 
independence, we meet patriots of all sorts. A Quaker family first arrives on America’s shores in 
hopes of escaping religious persecution in England and to settle a new farm.  Carl Christian, a 
former German rebel, falls in love with the daughter of the Quaker family, and they have two 
children, Imogen and Christian. Christian grows into a bright, young man driven by the ideal of 
liberty. Defying the pacifism essential to Quakerism, Christian leaves his family at the start of 
the American Revolution to fight for freedom. In Williamsburg, Virginia, he meets Thomas 
Jefferson as well as Susannah, a woman enslaved to a Mr. Southall, owner of the Raleigh Tavern 
where Christian first meets Thomas Jefferson. Christian is fascinated by Mr. Jefferson and his 
philosophies, but questions why the idea of liberty does not apply to all Americans, regardless 
of their heritage. 
 Christian goes on to aid American soldiers during the Revolution and again meets 
Susannah, who has run away to join the British forces, having been promised her freedom with 
British victory. The colonists are victorious, and Christian, Mr. Jefferson and other statesmen 
continue to discuss the issue of liberty in the new country. Christian then goes off to 
Philadelphia to study medicine, where he again finds Susannah, who remained enslaved after 
the British army surrendered. They fall in love in Philadelphia until Christian is called back to 
Virginia by Mr. Jefferson. Susannah refuses to go with him and return to the state where she 
remains legally enslaved, so the two part ways as Christian heads back to Virginia. Christian 
returns to Mr. Jefferson’s house, Monticello. He idea of freedom for those who are enslaved 
abandoned.  With no hope of reuniting with Susannah in the current state of the country, 
Christian is convinced by Mr. Jefferson to stay and marry someone else in Virginia. 
 Not long after, Christian returns home to Maryland to see his family and finds Susannah 
there with her daughter. While in Maryland, Christian learns that he is the father of Susannah’s 
child, and the reality of having a bi-racial daughter once again sparks his passion for freedom in 
America. Christian returns to Virginia to present a petition to Mr. Jefferson, which states that 
slavery violates the same principles presented in the Declaration of Independence. Mr. 
Jefferson tells Christian that giving liberty to slaves in the early years of America could break the 
young country and that true freedom will take time. After this last plea with Mr. Jefferson, 
Christian finally realizes that his idol is not the freedom crusader he once thought he was, but 
rather a man willing to sacrifice the principles America fought for to build what he believed 
would be a stronger country. 
 


