



[image: Cover]














[image: Book Title Page]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2019 by Harlow Giles Unger


Cover design by Alex Camlin


Cover image credit: Courtesy National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C.


Cover copyright © 2019 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Da Capo Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


HachetteBooks.com


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First Edition: September 2019


Published by Da Capo Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Da Capo Press name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBNs: 978-0-306-92193-3 (hardcover); 978-0-306-92194-0 (ebook)


E3-20190725-JV-NF-ORI














To my wonderful son Richard









    
        
            
                Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

                

            

            
Tap here to learn more.

        

        
            [image: Da Capo logo]

        

    











[image: image]







Original cover of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, the pamphlet that convinced Americans of the absurdity of hereditary rule. “Why,” Paine had asked, “should someone rule over us simply because he is someone else’s child?” It defied common sense.
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Chronology







	1737

	Born February 9, Thetford, England.






	1744

	Attends Thetford Grammar School until 1749.






	1750

	Apprentice to his father as stay maker.






	1753

	Enlists on King of Prussia privateer.






	1758

	Works as stay maker; marries in 1759.






	1760

	Wife dies; he quits stay making.






	1761

	Visits London; studies at Royal Society; becomes exciseman; fired five years later.






	1766

	Teaches at a London academy; resumes studies at Royal Society.






	1768

	Resumes work as exciseman in Lewes, Sussex; begins writing news articles.






	1771

	Remarries.






	1772

	Writes twenty-one-page petition to Parliament for higher wages for excisemen.






	1773

	Lobbies Parliament; meets Benjamin Franklin.






	1774

	Fired as exciseman; separates from wife; bankruptcy; sails to America.






	1775

	Edits, writes for Pennsylvania Magazine; fighting breaks out at Lexington, Massachusetts.






	1776

	Writes Common Sense; inspires American fight for independence; Congress declares independence; he enlists in American Army; appointed General Greene’s aide-de-camp; retreat to the Delaware; writes American Crisis I; inspires victory at Trenton.






	
1777


	Appointed Secretary to the Committee on Foreign Affairs in Congress.






	1778

	Flees with Congress to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, then York; writes more Crisis essays to boost American morale; the Deane Affair.






	1779

	Resigns from Congress.






	1780

	Clerk of Pennsylvania Assembly; leads Pennsylvania abolition movement; starts subscription for army; Crisis Extraordinary details fiscal plan for America; dispute over western territories.






	1781

	To France with John Laurens; returns with $500,000 in silver and shipload of military stores; helps organize Bank of North America; victory at Yorktown.






	1783

	Treaty of Paris; British evacuate New York; “The times that tried men’s souls are over.”






	1784

	New York awards Paine a farm; Pennsylvania and Congress give him cash.






	1785

	Invents, builds model of revolutionary single-arched iron bridge.






	1787

	Sails to Europe to promote his bridge; visits Paris, London; returns to Thetford; United States approves Constitution.






	1788

	Builds iron bridge in England.






	1789

	Storming of the Bastille; Paine returns to Paris; joins revolutionaries.






	1790

	Conflict with Burke; erects iron bridge in Paddington; forwards key to Bastille to President Washington; begins writing Rights of Man.






	1791

	Completes Rights of Man; revisits Paris, returns to London to provoke social, political changes.






	1792

	British charge Paine with seditious libel; he flees to France; declared honorary French citizen; elected to French National Assembly; leads fight to save king from execution; British court tries and finds him guilty of sedition in absentia.






	1793

	Execution of French king; Paine writes Part I of Age of Reason; arrested for trying to prevent king’s execution; imprisonment in the Luxemburg Palace in Paris.






	
1794


	Finishes writing Age of Reason in prison; chance avoidance of execution; Robespierre executed; Paine released from prison; restored to Convention.






	1796

	
Age of Reason published; English prosecution of Age of Reason; writes accusatory letter to Washington.






	1797

	Goes to live with printer Nicolas de Bonneville and family; works with Fulton; advises Irish-independence leaders; meets with Bonaparte; influence on French government policies.






	1802

	Sails to Baltimore; President Jefferson’s welcome; shunned by Federalists; attacks by Federalist newspapers.






	1803

	Moves to New York; Age of Reason reduces his influence; counterattacks with Letters to the Citizens of the United States; Mme. Bonneville arrives.






	1804

	Settles on New Rochelle farm; 1805 assassination attempt on Paine; writes Prospect Papers.






	1806

	In failing health; denied right to vote.






	1809

	Writes last will; dies in New York City, June 8; buried on New Rochelle farm, June 10.






	1819

	Paine’s remains stolen, removed to England, and lost.
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Note: The author has occasionally modernized spellings, punctuation, grammar, and syntax in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century letters, manuscripts, and publications for clarification purposes and without knowingly altering the intent of the original author. Readers may find the original language, spellings, and punctuation in the works cited in the notes. Italicized words within quotations are those of the speaker or author of those words. Unless otherwise noted, illustrations were obtained from the Library of Congress or sources in the public domain.



















My country is the world and my religion is to do good.


—Thomas Paine, Rights of Man

















INTRODUCTION



THOMAS PAINE’S WORDS LEAPED OFF THE PAGE, EMBRACING READERS—indeed, whole peoples—inspiring them to change their lives, their governments, their kings, even their gods. In an age when spoken and written words were the only forms of communication, Paine’s words roused men to action like few others. They exposed as myth that birth predetermines one’s rights and privileges. And they implanted a revolutionary new concept in the minds of men: that all men are created equal.


Paine’s words resounded in palaces, homes, and hovels, along city streets and country roads; they toppled tyrants, empowered peasants, provoked revolutions; they changed the social fabric of the Western world, the course of history, the course of man. They resonated around the world then and now.


Other philosophes in the Age of Enlightenment—Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire, and the like—had aroused intellectuals and literate political leaders, but Thomas Paine addressed Everyman: literate or not, poor, rich, noble, ignoble.…


“Why,” Paine demanded to know, “why should someone rule over us simply because he is someone else’s child?” He answered his own question, calling the notion absurd, saying it defied common sense.


In 1776, Paine’s words were heresy. After all, hadn’t God himself granted kings the absolute right to rule? Rulers believed it; churches and clergymen believed it; most of the governed believed it. Thomas Paine did not, and untold thousands of ordinary people around the globe who read or heard his simple truths soon agreed. In America, commoners picked up their muskets and did the unthinkable by rebelling against royal rule, and in the decade that followed, the French followed suit. A century later, royal rule by divine right was on its way to extinction across the face of the earth.


“I know not whether any man in the world has had more influence on its inhabitants or its affairs for the last thirty years than Tom Paine,” America’s John Adams asserted. “Call it then the Age of Paine.”1


George Washington agreed. As his army of simple farmers lay shivering on the banks of the Delaware River after fleeing across New Jersey from British troops, he ordered Thomas Paine’s words read aloud to the troops.


“These are the times that try men’s souls,” Paine had written. “The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country; but… tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered… the harder the conflict the more glorious the triumph.”


Like a master preacher, Paine sent his explosive words boring into every mind and soul, until Washington’s troops rose as one. All but frothing at their mouths with fury, they boarded rafts to cross the ice-choked Delaware River in the dead of night, and at dawn, with Paine firing his musket in concert with theirs, they stormed into Trenton, New Jersey, and overwhelmed a larger, better-armed force of German mercenaries. After months of humiliating defeats, the victory at Trenton lifted the morale of an entire people and convinced the American army it could win the war of independence.


“Without the pen of Paine,” John Adams exclaimed, “the sword of Washington would have been wielded in vain.” Washington agreed, pointing out that Paine’s words had left few Americans “at a loss to decide upon the propriety of a separation [from Britain].”


A decade later, Paine’s words had the same effect in France, and, still later, in Britain. As he told Jefferson, he held certain truths to be self-evident, among them that “the laws of Nature and Nature’s God” had created all men equal and entitled them to certain unalienable rights. Envisioning a worldwide confederation of free men, he defined those rights in a major work he called Rights of Man, which he dedicated in part to Washington, the hero of the American Revolution, in part to Lafayette, the hero of the French Revolution.


The most widely read political writer of his generation, Paine proved himself more than a century ahead of his time, conceiving and demanding unheard-of social reforms that became integral elements of modern republican societies: among them, government subsidies and public housing for the poor, free universal public education, pre- and postnatal care for women, and universal social security, with government payments to everyone fifty years or older. He outraged the rich with a call for an inheritance tax, property taxes on the lands of aristocrats, and a progressive income tax to reduce inequality between rich and poor. And he called for an end to slavery and to monarchy itself.


“It requires some talents to be a common mechanic,” Paine scoffed, “but to be a king requires only the animal figure of a man.”


A warm, jovial man and sometime poet, Thomas Paine won like-minded friends in the highest ranks of British, American, and French society. In America, his close friendships with Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson produced elements of the Declaration of Independence; his friendship with James Madison colored the Bill of Rights. In America, Congress gave him a cabinet post; Pennsylvania made him a citizen; and New York State gave him a 277-acre farm north of New York City, where his talents as an inventor produced advanced forms of iron bridges and helped Robert Fulton develop one of the first steam engines to power boats.


With America free and independent, Paine went to France to join Lafayette and other political liberals in stripping the monarch of absolute powers and establishing a French republic, with a constitution that used as its basis Paine’s Rights of Man.


Hailed as much in France for Common Sense as he had been in America, he won election to the French National Assembly, where he opposed capital punishment and argued against execution of the French king. Thirsting for royal blood, outraged radicals tossed Paine in prison to await the guillotine. Facing death, he worked on his magnum opus: The Age of Reason. In it he extended the principles of liberty he had espoused in Common Sense and Rights of Man to religion, calling it a human invention designed, like monarchy, to terrify and enslave man.


His attack on religion, however, turned much of the Western world against him. Former friends and admirers shunned him; devout Christians despised and rejected him and his writings; an assassin’s bullet only barely missed its mark. And when the man Americans had once hailed as Father of all Founding Fathers fell sick and died in 1809 at seventy-two, few noticed, and even fewer cared. As a further insult to his legacy, an irrational Englishman ripped his bones out of the earth and shipped them to England, where they were lost. A series of fires subsequently consumed most of his papers.


But neither fire nor censors succeeded in silencing his words. Revealed once more in the pages that follow, Thomas Paine’s words continue to try men’s souls.















Chapter 1



CRIES OF PAINE


EVEN WHEN HE WAS SIX, THOMAS PAINE SCOFFED AT THE RITUAL of silence in his father’s Quaker meetinghouse as defying common sense. While sitting in pews all day awaiting the word of God, all he and his father and the other Quakers heard were shrieks of pain from the nearby whipping post, blending in ghastly harmony with pleas for water from captives of the stocks and the pillory in the alley hard by the Quaker place of worship.


The voice of God?


Hardly!


“I believe in one God and no more,” Paine professed later in life. “I do not believe in… any church that I know of. My own mind is my own church. All national institutions of churches… appear to me no other than human inventions set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”1


Born in Thetford, England, in January 1737, Thomas Paine was the only surviving child of Joseph Paine (or Pain or Payne, as it was often spelled when people wrote phonetically). Although unsure of the spelling of his name, he was sure about his scorn for Quaker beliefs that included the concept of predestination, which, for him, would mean a life scratching out a bare living making corset stays—the thin, semi-rigid strips of wood, horn, ivory, metal, or whalebone to insert in women’s corsets. For those women who could afford corsets, stays stiffened them into body casts that they believed compressed their waists into wasp-like sensuality.


The Paines—it was Thomas who settled on the spelling—lived in a cottage that included the father’s stay-making shop as well as living quarters. They depended on a nearby plot of land they leased from the Duke of Grafton to provide the family with enough to eat. Paine’s mother Frances was a devout Anglican who taught her son the goodness of God for having placed George II, Prince Elector of the Holy Roman Empire, on the British throne and placing the Paines in the thrall of the Duke, who owned all the land within eyesight and beyond. She held no dissenting beliefs of her own and insisted that her son be baptized and confirmed in the Anglican Church, but she yielded to her husband by allowing Thomas to attend Quaker meetings with his father. She agreed with but one of her husband’s many Quaker beliefs: their son would have to learn the Bible—all of it.


And learn it he did.


Indeed, his amazing mind and prodigious memory absorbed almost every word of the Old and New Testaments, an astonishing amount of which he could recite the rest of his life—along with anything and everything else he read and chose to remember.


“It was my good fortune to have an exceeding good moral education,” he recalled, “and a tolerable stock of useful learning. Though I went to the grammar school, I did not learn Latin because I had no bent to learn languages, but this did not prevent me from being acquainted with the subjects of all the Latin books used in the school. The natural bent of my mind was to science,” he recalled—with which he might well have included mathematics, physics, mechanical design, astronomy, and “some talent for poetry.”
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1. A street in eighteenth-century Thetford, a town seventy miles north of London known best for its public hangings during Lent each year.


At eight, Paine penned his first rhymes after burying a dead bird in his father’s garden:




Here lies the body of John Crow,


Who once was high and now is low;


Ye brothers Crow take warning all,


For as you rise, so must you fall.2





Although he spent seven years in the classroom, he absorbed what proved to be his most important childhood lessons walking to and from school in springtime, when he witnessed productions of the Thetford Lent Assizes. The Assizes were a ghastly annual ritual of public trials and executions that lured throngs of gleeful spectators from the entire countryside—even from London, ninety miles to the south.


“Why is it that scarcely any are executed but the poor?” Tom Paine asked his parents, without eliciting a response that satisfied his curiosity.3


Each year, the Assizes sent scores of petty criminals to their deaths, sometimes tied to a stake and burned alive, sometimes hanging by the neck from a scaffold on the hill that Paine climbed to school each day. Those sentenced to hang did not die easily. Indeed, they entertained cheering throngs by squirming, kicking, and convulsing in a macabre dance of death after executioners had hauled them into the air with ropes looped about their necks. Left to hang for an hour, some managed a few final spasms as encores that drew more hurrahs from the crowd before the final, eternal curtain closed on their lives.


Ironically, the Thetford Lent Assizes sent no murderers to die, only thieves—some of them children—guilty of larceny.


When Paine was thirteen, Thetford court sentenced seventeen-year-old Amy Hutchinson to death for allegedly poisoning her husband. “Her face and hands were smeared with tar, and having a garment daubed with pitch, after a short prayer the executioner strangled her and twenty minutes after, the fire was kindled, and [she] burnt half an hour.”4
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2. The Thetford Lent Assizes drew crowds from as far off as London to witness the annual public hangings at Lent. Thomas Paine’s primary school stood only yards away, forcing the children to witness executions as they walked to school.


The court sent other children to the gallows for a variety of crimes, but usually punished petty larceny on the ducking stool, in the pillory or stocks, or with a public whipping. There was, however, no clear line between petty crimes that warranted public humiliation or torture and those that earned a public hanging. Penalties were at the discretion of the Lord Chief Justice, who sat beneath a painting of “Lady Justice.” At her feet an inscription urged the court to “Judge righteously, and plead the cause of the Poor and Needy. Proverbs 31 and 9.”


After Voltaire visited Thetford, he called the British a people who murdered by law, and Paine often cried in his bed at night after witnessing someone he knew fall victim to the intractable decision of the Lord Chief Justice.


The law did far more than murder individuals, however. The English government used it to try to crush the spirits of the British people. As Paine would write later, “The Constitution of England is so exceedingly complex that the nation may suffer for years together without being able to discover in which part the fault lies.”5 In tiny Thetford, for example, the law gave the Duke of Grafton absolute rule over the 2,000-odd commoners who lived on and worked his lands under leases that extracted such high annual rents as to leave them barely enough income to feed their families from the sale of what they produced. But it was God’s will, all good Englishmen agreed.
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3. The pillory and stocks stood outside young Thomas Paine’s Quaker meetinghouse, adding a chorus of moans and groans to Sunday services.


The Duke not only owned all the land, he appointed all local officials and Thetford’s two members of Parliament. The Duke dictated what children could learn in school and at church, what books and newspapers adults could read, and what preachers of various denominations could preach. Because most residents lived on the Duke’s leaseholds, they were not property owners and could not vote. Indeed, they lived in constant fear of losing their only shelter for uttering a thought—political, religious, or other—that strayed from the Duke’s opinions.


Why, Thomas Paine asked his parents, should anyone have powers to control others—even hang them—simply because he was firstborn in a particular household to a particular set of parents? To a child’s mind too young to process abstractions, it defied common sense, and neither Paine’s father nor his mother could explain Thetford’s (or England’s) political and social incongruities to their son. It was God’s way, they uttered to his annoyance.


But why, he asked, did England even need a king? The Bible, he said, proclaimed, “The Lord shall rule over you.”6


Thus, Thomas Paine grew up tormented by injustices he saw perpetrated in the name of the Duke, the monarch, the church, and God. By the time he was thirteen, he loathed them all and sought freedom and a better life at sea by running off to the coast.


“I happened to pick up a pleasing natural history of Virginia,” he recalled later, “and my inclination from that day of seeing the western side of the Atlantic never left me.”7


His father, however, knew the usual fate of youngsters who ran away from home to go to sea. He followed his son to the piers, arriving just in time to prevent his sailing on the privateer Terrible, under the command of the notorious Captain William Death [sic!].


“From this adventure,” Paine admitted years later to the London printer and bookseller Thomas Clio Rickman, “I was happily prevented by the affectionate and moral remonstrances of a good father.”8 As it turned out, the Terrible lost 175 of its 200-man crew in an encounter returning from sea, including 19 of her 20 officers—among them, Captain Death.


Three years followed with Tom working as an apprentice stay maker in his father’s workshop. At seventeen, however, he determined to quit the strictures of Thetford and its horrifying Lent Assizes for good. Although he still harbored fantasies of sailing to Virginia, he had only four options for doing so, the two easiest being to buy passage on a merchant vessel or slip a saber in his belt and sign on as an apprentice pirate. He lacked the pocket for the former, however, and the stomach for the latter. He also lacked the advanced schooling and special training needed to join the royal navy—a third way of sailing to America. That left him but one option: to sign on to a privateer as a “powder monkey” carrying gunpowder from the hold to the gun deck.


The outbreak of what would become the Seven Years’ War between England and France gave him that chance. With war, every participating nation needed as many privateers as possible to impede and harass enemy shipping. The more privateers, the more men needed to man them, and Paine signed on the twenty-four-gun privateer King of Prussia with a crew of about 250. Though a novice, “a few able and social sailors,” he said, quickly instructed “land men in the common work of a ship,” and life at sea soon became routine—even boring at times.9


Eventually, King of Prussia found more than enough action, capturing at least six merchant ships and rescuing two others from French privateers. “Most of the men killed or wounded,” Paine recalled, were not injured by cannonballs, but “by splinters from inside of the ship that fly in all directions.”10


After two years, Paine had seen enough of sea life—and death. With enough saved from his seaman’s earnings to live comfortably for a few months, he disembarked in favor of more stability and less bloodshed ashore. Although he settled in London rather than return to Thetford, his limited skills forced him to resume work in stay making. He used his idle time, though, expanding his knowledge at lectures on astronomy, Newtonian philosophy, and physics at London’s Royal Society. Founded a century earlier as the “invisible college of natural philosophers,” it became the Royal Society in 1661 after receiving a charter from Charles II. In the centuries that followed, it sponsored free lectures by the world’s most renowned scientists. In 1687 it published Sir Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica and a century later, in 1752, it hosted Benjamin Franklin as he conducted what was then the world’s most famous experiment demonstrating the electrical nature of lightning.


During those years, it accumulated one of the world’s largest libraries. Open free of charge to the public, it proved a wellspring of knowledge for Thomas Paine, who spent almost every waking moment devouring library offerings in astronomy, physics, philosophy, Greek and Roman history and mythology. To complement his studies, he bought two globes and an orrery, or mechanical model of the solar system. In staring into space at night, Paine concluded that the earth was “only one of a system of worlds… as large or larger than ours and each of them millions of miles apart from each other.”11


Paine also attended public lectures outside the Society on complex subjects such as electricity, hydrostatics, mechanics, and, of course, astronomy. Transfixed by the “millions of worlds” in the sky, he developed an insatiable appetite for astronomy. In effect, Paine absorbed more than a university education—until he ran out of funds to continue living in London.


In 1758, he took a job as a master stay maker in Dover. A year later, he found a higher-paying job in the same trade in Sandwich, Kent, where he displayed a new talent as a part-time, open-air preacher, a common occupation of Methodists at the time. In September 1759, he married and opened his own stay-making shop, but within a year the shop failed, and a year after that his wife died.


“In July 1761,” Rickman recalled, Paine grew “disgusted with the toil and little gain of his occupation and renounced it forever.”12


Life was not going well for Thomas Paine.


In 1761, his late wife’s father—an excise man, or sales-tax collector—found Paine a similar job in the brewing industry, and Paine, twenty-four by then, seized it rather than go into the military to earn his keep. By then, Britain and France and six other European nations were at war. Although Britain would eventually emerge as a victor of sorts and France a loser, the war left both nations bankrupt and overwhelmed by enormous debts.


England’s Parliament reacted by imposing taxes that crushed the nation’s domestic economy, sending 40,000 Englishmen to debtors’ prisons for not paying their taxes and provoking widespread anti-tax riots. Paine’s job as an excise-tax collector promised steady, easy work for equally steady wages that were nonetheless low, given the dangers of trying to collect taxes at that time. Paine’s job required only that he visit each brewery once monthly to estimate the depletion of ale in each cask from the same time of the previous visit. He would then calculate the tax the brewer owed the government on that amount. Apart from the rioting that all taxes had provoked, excise taxes generated massive amounts of smuggling, with vicious assaults on excise men who stumbled on smugglers and tried arresting them. Although the excisemen caught several thousand smugglers every year, many suffered crippling injuries—even death.


To avoid injury, many excise men accepted bribes or, more frequently, resorted to “stamping”—an easy and less dangerous procedure by which they stayed home and estimated (usually underestimated) the depletion of brewer stocks rather than risk physical harm by showing up at the breweries. Caught stamping in the summer of 1765, Paine was fired.


Angry at what he considered unfair treatment, he again envisioned leaving for America, where colonist tax protests had also grown violent. After farmer protests in England had forced Parliament to rescind some tax increases, it had compensated for lost revenues by raising import and export duties in America. In March 1765, it tried adding a stamp tax in America—with what it thought was good reason. Soaring costs of military garrisons to protect American colonists against Indian attacks had inflated England’s huge war debts, and Parliament—indeed, most Englishmen—believed Americans should pay for some of their own military protection. The stamp tax seemed the most innocuous way to make them do so.


In effect for decades in England, the stamp tax required the purchase and affixment of one or more revenue stamps—often less than a penny each—on all legal documents, periodicals, liquor containers, and a variety of industrial and consumer goods. All but negligible when added to the cost of any individual item, it nevertheless amounted to a considerable—and reliable—revenue source for the government when stamp collections on tens of thousands of documents and products poured into the treasury. British Chancellor of the Exchequer Lord Grenville estimated the stamp tax would pay for about 20 percent of troop costs in America, with duties on imports and exports covering the rest. Americans, however, called the stamp tax confiscation and staged enough riots in the months following enactment of the tax to force Parliament to rescind it before they had even collected a penny.


Embittered by his dismissal as an excise man, Paine thought of joining anti-tax protests either in Britain or America, but he had no money to travel or sustain himself—at home or abroad. Out of work and growing hungry, he again turned to open-air preaching, earning only pennies a day, but honing his skills as a public speaker. Indeed, he impressed one listener enough to be hired as an assistant teacher and tutor in a London academy.


“I remember him once speaking of the improvement he gained in the above capacities and some other lowly situations he had been in,” his biographer Rickman quoted him as saying. “I have seldom passed five minutes of my life, however circumstanced,” Paine had said, “in which I did not acquire some knowledge.”13


Although he earned little, tutoring freed him to resume attending lectures at the Royal Society and elsewhere in London, expanding his already impressive knowledge of astronomy, philosophy, and physics before again running out of funds. In the first formal writing effort of his life, he wrote a contrite letter to the Board of Excise Men to try to get his job back: “I humbly presume to entreat your honors to restore me.… I will endeavor that my future conduct shall as much engage your honors’ approbation as my former has merited your displeasure.”14 Paine was fortunate that the dangers of tax collection had created enough vacancies to force the Board to rehire him. But it sent him to Lewes, a busy market town of just over 4,000 on the coast south of London—all but overrun by smugglers. Paine’s predecessors had made stamping the rule to avoid injury and, when caught, were fired. Paine’s new jurisdiction also included Brighton, a larger, even more dangerous waterside community for excise men, about ten miles west of Lewes.


“Mr. Paine might perhaps have been in the habit of smuggling, in common with his neighbors,” Rickman recalled in later years. “It was the universal custom along the coast and more or less the practice of all ranks of people, from lords and ladies, ministers and magistrates, down to the cottager and laborer.”15


Paine found instant happiness in Lewes. The bustling county seat of Sussex, Lewes was a charming old town that sat high atop the gleaming white chalk cliffs overlooking the English Channel. Its crown jewel was sturdy Bray Castle, a fortification built by one of William the Conqueror’s knights in 1069, three years after the Norman landing in nearby Hastings. Lewes proved the perfect town for the gregarious Tom Paine to stroll its narrow streets, stopping to chat with friendly shopkeepers who often stood outside their doors greeting passersby and inviting them to inspect their wares. Paine found a particularly warm welcome—and lodging—with a gentle Quaker tobacconist, who could not lure Paine to the Quaker meeting, but nonetheless formed a close friendship—and helped Paine find another wife.


In March 1771, Paine married Elizabeth Olive, a Quaker ten years younger than he, but so imbued by Quaker doctrines that she insisted on practicing sexual abstinence and refused to bed by Tom’s side during their first year of marriage. He finally went to live elsewhere, but never commented on their separation, and he and his wife parted amicably when Paine later left Lewes. He allowed his wife to keep all their common property, and he remained silent about their relationship the rest of his life. He never divorced his wife nor she him, but once they separated, they never saw each other again.


“It is nobody’s business but my own,” he snapped at anyone who pried into his marital life. “I had cause for it, but I will name it to no one.”16


He apparently confided in Thomas Clio Rickman, like Paine a dissenting Quaker and habitual poet. “This I can assert,” Rickman attested later, “that Mr. Paine always spoke tenderly and respectfully of his wife; and sent her several times pecuniary aid, without her knowing ever whence it came.”17


Son of a Quaker brewer and innkeeper in Lewes, Rickman published political and religious pamphlets. He and Paine would remain close lifelong friends, with Rickman later moving to London to become a bookseller and author. He would be the only one of Paine’s many biographers who knew Paine intimately and maintained a relationship to Paine that approximated that of Boswell with Johnson. Even during his frequent travels, Paine maintained a steady correspondence with Rickman and, indeed, left Rickman his memoirs.


Of Paine’s life in Lewes, Rickman noted that, as Paine’s marriage deteriorated, he grew closer to “a very respectable, sensible, and convivial set of acquaintances who were entertained with his witty sallies and informed by his more serious conversations.




In politics he was at this time a Whig and notorious for that quality which has been defined as perseverance in a good cause and obstinacy in a bad one. He was tenacious of his opinions, which were bold, acute, and independent and which he maintained with ardor, elegance, and argument.18





Not anticipating Paine’s future celebrity, a mutual friend of Paine and Rickman and a participant in their many discussions and poetry competitions penned these lines about Paine:




Immortal Paine, while mighty reasoners jar,


We crown thee General of the Headstrong War;


Thy logic vanquished error, and thy mind


No bounds but those of right and truth confined.


Thy soul of fire must sure ascend the sky,


Immortal Paine thy fame can never die;


For men like thee their names must ever save


From the black edicts of the tyrant grave.





“During his residence at Lewes,” Rickman related, “Paine wrote several excellent little pieces in prose and verse, and among them a song—later celebrated—on the death of General Wolfe,” beginning




In a mouldering cave where the wretched retreat,


Britannia sat wasted with care;


She mourned for her Wolfe, and exclaim’d against fate


And gave herself to despair.19





“It was about this time,” Rickman continued, “that he wrote ‘Farmer Short’s Dog Porter,’ in the manner of a drama—a work of exquisite wit and humor.”20 Although Paine called it a “ridiculous” tale, it was one of the first of what would be Paine’s many biting attacks on government and Britain’s system of justice.


Farmer Short, Paine related in rhyme, had cast a vote in parliamentary elections that had angered three local judges. To exact revenge, they ordered the farmer’s dog “Porter” arrested and condemned it to hang for frightening a hare so badly that “the hare, by running hard”




Thro’ hedge and ditch, without regard,


Plunged in a pond and there was drown’d.





In condemning the dog to death, the judges cited as precedent the case of a man “who fires a gun for fun” and unknowingly kills a man. “D’ye think the other mayn’t be tried?” Paine asks poetically.




Most sure he must, and hang’d, because


He fired his gun against the laws;


For ’t is a case most clear and plain,


Had A not shot, B hadn’t been slain;


So had the dog not chased the hare,


She never had drown’d—that’s clear.






This logic, rhetoric, and wit,


So nicely did the matter hit,


That Porter, though unheard was cast,


And in a halter [noose] breathed his last.


The justices adjourned to dine,


And whet their logic up with wine.21





Apart from bitterly sarcastic poetry, in Lewes Paine wrote short articles for the local newspaper, honing his writing skills and acquiring some notoriety as a newspaper reporter. Besides local affairs, he also involved himself in the plight of fellow excise men, winning election as their spokesman to appeal to Parliament for higher pay. Paine produced the first in what would be a lifelong production of pamphlets—none, fortunately for readers, bearing as long a title as The Case of the Officers of Excise; with Remarks on the Qualification of Officers and of the Numerous Evils Arising to the Revenue from the Insufficiency of the Present Salary. Humbly Addressed to the Hon. and Right Hon. Members of Both Houses of Parliament.


Paine spent the winter of 1773 in London, approaching MPs to support his petition, but he picked a bad time to do so. Parliament had once again entangled itself in problems with unhappy American colonists. Although Parliament had calmed earlier American protests in 1766 by repealing the stamp tax, enactment of the Townshend Revenue Act the following year provoked far more violent protests. The new act imposed added duties on tea, glass, lead, paper, and paint, which, except for tea, were basic products for building homes, stores, and churches and for publishing books and newspapers. British troops occupied Boston to quell the protests, only to provoke still more violence. One protest grew so violent in 1770 that troops fired on a mob, killing five civilians and wounding eight others—an encounter American newspaper headlines inflated into “The Boston Massacre.”


Chastened by the Boston killings, Parliament repealed all Townshend duties except one, on tea, and again searched for ways to pay government debts and the costs of its military establishment in North America. It was in no mood, therefore, to consider Paine’s petition to raise the pay of the nation’s excisemen. To make matters worse, the Board of Excise Men fired him for leaving his post to go to London without its permission. Still worse: the costs of his venture left him bankrupt and facing debtors’ prison.


At the time, America’s Benjamin Franklin was faring no better in England. Agent in London for Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Georgia, and postmaster general for colonial America, Franklin was, in effect, acting ambassador in Britain for the American colonies. Though he lacked diplomatic credentials, he had direct contact with the most important figures in government and commerce in both lands. Siding openly with American colonists after the Boston Massacre, he infuriated Parliament by publishing a satirical polemic in the Public Advertiser assailing British rule in America. Calling his article “Rules by Which a Great Empire May Be Reduced to a Small One,” he listed twenty rules, one of which provided that provinces “not enjoy the same common rights” as the mother country.


“However peaceably your Colonies have submitted to your Government, shown their affection… and patiently borne their grievances, you are to suppose them always inclined to revolt, and treat them accordingly,” Franklin’s rules stated. “Quarter Troops among them, who by their Insolence may provoke the rising of Mobs, and by their Bullets and Bayonets suppress them.”22


Parliament responded to Franklin’s biting humor by firing him as postmaster general in America.


Neither Franklin nor Paine ever explained how they met—third parties refer to “a friend” as intermediary. But meet they did, with Franklin taking an immediate liking to Paine, especially after Paine showed deep understanding of Franklin’s scientific work, which he had acquired listening to Franklin’s Royal Society lectures. In addition, Paine’s poetry and other writing had combined with his preaching, teaching, and listening to Royal Society lectures to enrich his own conversational skills—and impress Franklin still more. Franklin had founded a “Club for Honest Whigs” and enjoyed mentoring promising young men—almost as much as he enjoyed mentoring promising young women, if for different reasons.
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4. Benjamin Franklin became Thomas Paine’s patron in London and helped him migrate to America.


As he had six years earlier with the brilliant young American Benjamin Rush, who was studying at Edinburgh University Medical School, Franklin introduced Paine to literary friends and other “distinguished public characters” in London.


In December 1773 Parliament abruptly dismissed Franklin after he tried defending the protests of a Boston street mob that had dressed as American Indians, boarded three ships carrying tea from England, and dumped all 342 tea chests—about forty-six tons worth $1 million—into Boston Bay.


Just as Parliament dismissed Franklin, the Board of Excise Men acted to quiet Paine by sending a sheriff to auction his possessions—his household furniture, books, even his horse. Although the proceeds kept him out of debtors’ prison, he remained penniless without prospects of work. Brimming with resentment at the injustices of the Board of Excise Men, of Parliament, and, of course, the king, Paine turned to Franklin for help.


As Franklin packed to leave for America, he consoled Paine—convinced him that America would provide a more comfortable intellectual, political, and ideological home. Offering to serve as Paine’s patron, he helped Paine arrange passage to America and gave Paine letters of introduction to influential Americans who might help Paine establish himself in the New World. A founder of the prestigious American Philosophical Society, Franklin wrote to a range of members on Paine’s behalf—scientists, thinkers, and other prominent Philadelphians—as well as members of his own family.


“The bearer Mr. Thomas Paine,” Franklin wrote to Richard Bache, his English-born son-in-law in the marine insurance business, “is very well recommended to me as an ingenious young man.… If you can put him in a way of obtaining employment as a clerk, or assistant tutor in a school, or assistant surveyor… so that he may procure subsistence at least, till he can make acquaintance and obtain knowledge of the country, you will do well and much oblige your affectionate father.”23


Six months later, on March 4, 1775, Paine sent Franklin this letter from Philadelphia: “Your countenancing me has obtained for me many friends and much reputation, for which please accept my sincere thanks.”


He went on to describe his nine-week voyage across the Atlantic as “dismal and dangerous,” with an outbreak of “the putrid fever”—probably typhus—which claimed five lives. Paine himself “suffered dreadfully with the fever” and had “very little hopes that the captain or myself would live to see America.”


On arrival, a prominent Philadelphia physician, learning “that I was on your recommendation, provided lodging for me and sent two of his men with a chaise to bring me ashore, for I could not at the time turn in my bed without help. I was six weeks on shore before I was well.”24


Once afoot again, Paine sought to present himself to New Jersey’s colonial governor William Franklin, Benjamin Franklin’s illegitimate son, but in the governor’s absence, Franklin’s other friends and relatives proved more than generous:
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5. Thirty-nine-year-old Thomas Paine sailed to America under the patronage of Benjamin Franklin, who gave Paine letters of introduction to influential Americans.




I have been applied to by several gentlemen to instruct their sons on very advantageous terms to myself, and a printer and bookseller here, a man of reputation and property, Robt. Aitkin, has lately attempted a magazine, but having little or no turn that way himself, he has applied to me for assistance.25





Philadelphia’s largest printer/bookseller at the time, Aitkin had recently visited his native Scotland and returned determined to expand into publishing—a common supplementary business of successful booksellers then. Already the printer for the Continental Congress, Aitken launched a new periodical, the Pennsylvania Magazine, but soon found himself so burdened by work he looked to hire an editor. Paine had more credentials than most, having been an avid reader of newspapers and magazines in Britain and contributor of short articles to a newspaper in East Sussex. Aitkin hoped that Paine, as a disciple of Benjamin Franklin, might help his magazine succeed.


Dr. Benjamin Rush, Philadelphia’s most prominent physician at the time, met Paine “accidentally in Mr. Aitkin’s book store,” Rush recalled years later. “Soon after, I read a short essay with which I was much pleased… against the slavery of the Africans in our country and which I was informed was written by Mr. Paine.”26


It was not, in fact, Paine’s work, having appeared in the rival Pennsylvania Journal—after Paine had assumed editorship of Pennsylvania Magazine—but it reflected Paine’s views in so many ways that Rush, recalling it so many years later, mistakenly believed Paine had been the author.*


“That some desperate wretches should be willing to steal and enslave men by violence and murder for gain is rather lamentable than strange,” the explosive article began. “That many civilized, nay, Christianized people should approve… the savage practice, is contrary… to every principle of Justice and Humanity.” The article asked Americans to consider “with what consistency they complain so loudly of [British] attempts to enslave them while they hold so many hundred thousands in slavery and annually enslave many thousands more.” The article was signed “Justice and Humanity.”27


At the time, most, if not all, authors signed their articles with pseudonyms, which not only made libel suits difficult to initiate, they protected authors against costly legal challenges and possible injury or death in duels with irate readers. “Vox Populi,” “Aesop,” and others were among the signatures of articles that appeared in Pennsylvania periodicals. Readers of the most controversial often assigned them to Paine—at times incorrectly.* Paine often stopped at the popular London Coffee House and seethed with anger—openly at times—as he watched the bidding for slaves in the street outside. Even during Thetford’s unholy Assizes, he had never seen humans sold like animals, and he expressed his horror to Rush, joining the doctor as an avowed Philadelphia abolitionist.
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6. Philadelphia’s popular London Coffee House, where public officials and merchants met to buy and sell slaves.


“I did homage to his principles upon the subject of the enslaved Africans,” Rush recalled. “After this Mr. Aitkin employed him as the editor of his magazine.”28


Paine found the opportunity to edit and write full-time irresistible. As he wrote to his friend Rickman, “An army of principles will penetrate where an army [of soldiers] cannot. It will succeed where diplomatic management would fail. It is neither the Rhine, the Channel, nor the ocean that can arrest its progress. It will march on the horizon of the world, and it will conquer.”29


Paine prepared to send Benjamin Franklin a copy of Pennsylvania Magazine, which later became American Monthly Museum magazine. Writing from a perch “opposite the London Coffee House Front Street,” he asked Franklin to contribute “anything you may judge serviceable.”


“He had not above six hundred subscribers when I first assisted him,” Paine added. “We have now upwards of fifteen hundred and daily increasing. This is only the second number [issue].”30


Paine predicated his projections for future growth on fostering controversy, selecting articles that reflected his revolutionary thinking on a range of social and political issues. One article he published accused men of tyrannizing women. “If we take a survey of ages and of countries,” its intrepid author wrote, “we shall find the women, almost—without exception—at all times and in all places, adored and oppressed.”




Man, who has never neglected an opportunity of exerting his power in paying homage to their beauty, has always availed himself of their weaknesses. He has been at once their tyrant and their slave.… Even among people where beauty received the highest homage, we find men who would deprive the sex of every kind of reputation: “The most virtuous woman,” says a celebrated Greek, “is she who is least talked of.”31





Ecstatic in the impenetrable cloak of anonymity that pseudonyms provided authors, Paine spurred his pen across the manuscripts he received, an eighteenth-century Quixote attacking the world’s ills, editing as he saw fit, often adding a word or more of his own—usually more. Another article he edited assailed dueling as barbaric and urged “that a law be passed declaring the act of sending a challenge, or reducing a person to defend his life with sword or pistol, to be a felony; and the killing of a person in a duel, to be punished as murder.”32


As editor, Paine was careful to balance provocation with soothing poetry and intellectually stimulating pieces on science and mechanical innovations that allowed readers to skip political and social issues if they chose. Some of Paine’s own articles could be dull, bordering on the absurd at times: “Tho Nature is gay, polite, and generous,” one of his bland, but calming, pieces began, “she is sullen, rude, and niggardly at home.… He that would view Nature in her undress.…”33
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7. A Philadelphia bookseller offered Paine his first job, editing the Pennsylvania Magazine.


He could not, however, ignore the growing conflict with Britain, and, with that in mind, he published “Thoughts on a Defensive War,” in which the anonymous author wrote, “Whoever considers the unprincipled enemy we have to cope with will not hesitate to declare that nothing but arms or miracles can reduce them to reason and moderation.” After reading the article, Paine may have added a few thoughts of his own, revealing himself to be a Quaker who would “gladly… lay aside the use of arms and settle matters by negotiation; but unless the whole will… I take up my musket and thank heaven he has put it in my power.”34


The article charged the British government with having “lost sight of humanity,” saying that the mother country had been guilty of “spilling the blood of her children.” The House of Commons, it went on, had exhorted Britain’s troops “to fight, not for the defense of their natural rights, not to repel the invasion or the insults of enemies, but on the vilest of all pretenses… property.”35
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8. Benjamin Rush, M.D., America’s most renowned physician, struck up a friendship with Thomas Paine while browsing in a Philadelphia bookstore. Rush later helped Paine write his famous pamphlet Common Sense.


“Thoughts on a Defensive War” caught the attention of prominent Philadelphians—secessionists, reconciliationists, and Tories alike. “African Slavery in America” drew widespread criticism and denunciation—even death threats—while most Philadelphians ignored the article calling for women’s equality, finding it too absurd to warrant comment. 


Paine’s magazine also caught the attention of scholars at Benjamin Franklin’s American Philosophical Society. They not only bought subscriptions to his magazine, they invited him to join their society, but the cost was more than he could afford. Regardless of whether they embraced Paine’s magazine or dismissed it as trash, Philadelphians bought it and read articles that variously enlightened, entertained, or enraged.


In addition to essays, Paine attracted readers with inspiring patriotic poetry:




From the east to the west blow the trumpet to arms,


Thro’ the land let the sound of it flee;


Let the far and the near unite with a cheer,


In defense of our Liberty Tree.36





Thomas Paine’s poetry, Benjamin Rush commented, gave Pennsylvania Magazine “a currency few works of that kind have since had in our country.”37


By then, as Paine had boasted to Franklin, he had built the circulation of Pennsylvania Magazine to 1,500. Within a year, 150,000 readers across America would await his every word.















Chapter 2



COMMON SENSE


MASSACHUSETTS WAS ALREADY AT WAR WITH BRITAIN AND THE other American colonies were debating whether to follow suit when thirty-seven-year-old Thomas Paine arrived in America in late autumn 1774. The British army had just seized the weapons of Boston’s provincial government, and the Massachusetts Assembly had fled to Suffolk County, where it issued resolutions urging citizens to arm themselves and form militias. In its final, most explosive resolution in Suffolk County, it declared Massachusetts independent of Britain.


In Philadelphia, delegates from twelve colonies gathered at what was the first-ever Continental Congress and endorsed the Suffolk County resolves. To further support Massachusetts, Congress formed a colony-wide Continental Association to end trade with Britain, including slave importation, a major source of British revenues.


By then, Paine and Dr. Benjamin Rush had met several times. Bonding by their common ties to Benjamin Franklin, they found much else in common as well: both came from working-class families in small communities and had climbed intellectual peaks by intense study—much of it on their own and much of it encouraged by Benjamin Franklin. Both Rush and Paine favored a degree of separation from Great Britain as an autonomous entity within the British Empire. Paine expressed his views more harshly than Rush, calling British enslavement of white America akin to white America’s enslavement of black America.


Rush delighted in introducing Paine to political figures and social reformers and to his fellow members of the American Philosophical Society. Paine was not only brilliant, he was a great conversationalist—a delight to be with.


Although Philadelphia was America’s largest city with 30,000 people* and its most important port, it was relatively small physically, stretching barely two miles in any direction and an easy walk, with doorstep visits more common than not. It was not long, therefore, before Paine knew many politicians, including members of Congress. Paine drank little, dressed well except for a sprinkle or two of snuff on his front, and expressed deep interest in what everyone he met had to say. His gentle English accent—a melodious country lilt rather than Philadelphia’s (or London’s) harsh city twang—infused his words with poetic rhythms that mesmerized listeners, while his outsized nose and broad, ever-present smile gave him the appearance of a lovable clown. He had, though, one irritating habit—to some—of seldom pausing to let others respond, but most of his audience embraced what he had to say on a wide range of subjects.


In April 1775, George III ordered British troops into Boston “to arrest the principal actors and abettors in the Provincial Congress.” His order dashed hopes of Paine, Rush, and other reconciliationists who had hoped the crown would grant American colonies autonomy within the British Empire. Empowered by the king’s order, British troops set out from Boston to nearby Lexington where two “principal actors” in the Boston uprising—merchant-king John Hancock and activist Samuel Adams—had fled. From there the troops were to march on Concord where Patriot rebels had amassed an arsenal of weapons and ammunition.
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