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“Do beating drums, and flying colours, purge a band of robbers and murderers of all guilt? Does it signify as to the nature of the crime, whether he who commits it wears a red coat or a brown? whether he holds a painter’s brush in his hand, or a general’s truncheon? … are we, because our armies are not so large nor so well armed or disciplined as the English, and their clean-handed friends the Hessians—are we, I say, to sit down, and suffer our throats to be cut tamely? Every American, who believes his cause to be a just one, ought to exert himself in whatever way he can be serviceable to his country. If in the field, let him carry arms; if not, let him light a torch.”

From A Short Account of the Motives which Determined the Man, Called John the Painter; and a Justification of his Conduct; Written by himself, and Sent to his Friend, Mr. A. Tomkins, with a Request to Publish it after his Execution (1777)

“It is evident from the accounts received from Portsmouth and Bristol, that there are in this kingdom some desperate partizans of the American rebels, who finding that Great-Britain is likely to gain a decisive victory in the field, are endeavouring, by the most hellish plots, to undermine her glory, and prevent her success. Of all bad characters, an incendiary is the foulest. He acts as an assassin armed with the most dreadful of mischiefs, and in executing his diabolical purposes, involves the innocent and the guilty in the same ruin. May every being so lost to humanity live an object of conscience-goading pain, and die an object of universal contempt!”

From The General Evening Post (18–21 January 1777)

“The subtlety, and shrewdness of the offender, bespoke him the man of ability, while his conduct in other respects betrayed him a fool.”

From The Life of James Aitken, Commonly Called John the Painter (1777)
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PREFACE
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AMANDA FOREMAN, in the introduction to her stunning biography of Georgiana, duchess of Devonshire, admits to being more than a little seduced by her subject.1 I admit to no such thing. The subject of my biography was an ordinary man, and a poorly behaved one at that. He broke into people’s houses and held up stagecoaches. When he worked—and this he did as little as possible—he showed up late and stole from his employers. Once he shot a dog. He even raped a woman who was innocently tending her sheep. Then, in the autumn of 1776, his behavior took a decided turn for the worse. He tried to burn down two English towns. The first was Portsmouth and the second was Bristol. Had he not been stopped, he would have burned down each of the dockyards that kept the Royal Navy afloat, and had he succeeded, the American Revolutionary War might very well have ended in 1777 and not in 1783. An American official, moreover, had given the plot his blessing. That man was Silas Deane, Congress’s representative in France.

James Aitken, alias James Boswell, alias James Hill, alias James Hinde, is best remembered for the fires that he set. The men who tried and punished him for his crimes knew him only as John the Painter. He was a painter in the most ordinary sense of the word. He did not paint portraits. He did not dabble in watercolors. Instead, he painted houses and the occasional sign. This made him one of the “common people,” and unlike the duchess of Devonshire, he was destined to be ignored while alive, and forgotten once dead. John the Painter was determined not to let that happen to him. If someone had stopped to ask him what he was rebelling against, he would have said obscurity. He was, to quote from one of his confessions, bent on “accomplishing some great achievement.”2 He did this by setting fires in places where they would be noticed.

He succeeded by half. He was noticed, but in the end he was not remembered. For the briefest of time, for four heady months, he was on everyone’s mind. George III received daily briefings from his ministers. Newspapers printed sensational stories, some true, some not. In Parliament, a bill was rushed through to suspend habeas corpus; such measures, it was argued, were justified when a nation was at war and when there were “traitors unknown to the public; perhaps … incendiaries, the secret agents of America lurking in this kingdom.…”3 The Bow Street Runners were sent after him. Citizens formed patrols, convinced that neither they nor their possessions were safe.

*  *  *

John the Painter was not quite twenty-five years old when he was hanged. In just four years, he saw more of his world than most people saw in an entire lifetime. Not including his time in Edinburgh, where he lived until the age of twenty, he spent perhaps a year all told in London, several months in Philadelphia, perhaps a month in Paris, and untold days in countless towns and villages all across England. By the end of his life, he had, by his own boast, committed a crime in almost every county in England.4 He was forever in motion; he was young.

My pursuit of John the Painter took me on my own mad ramble across Britain, from Edinburgh to London, and from there to Portsmouth and Bristol. Everywhere I incurred debts. It was Michael Gunton of the Portsmouth Museum and Records Service who gave me the idea to write about John the Painter. For this and much more I am eternally grateful. I bothered so many other people: Alison Brown of the Bristol Record Office, Margaret Cooke and Nicola Pink of the Hampshire Record Office, Sarah North of the National Archives of Scotland, Margaret Peat and Fraser Simm of George Heriot’s School in Edinburgh, and, if truth be told, the entire staff of the National Maritime Museum. Not once did they laugh at me—not to my face at least. They should have. Each was competent and kind in equal measure.

And finally, this book got something that books rarely do these days: good old-fashioned editing. That unhappy task fell to not one but three people: Patricia Kennedy of McClelland & Stewart, Jofie Ferrari-Adler of Thunder’s Mouth Press, and Andrew Franklin, the publisher of Profile Books. Each put up with a good deal of prattle, some spoken, most written. Without them, the book would be naked in places and overdressed in others, but without my agent, the deft and resourceful Katinka Matson, the book simply would not be.


INTRODUCTION
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BUT WHAT did he look like? He stood five feet seven inches tall, one inch shorter than the typical soldier in George Washington’s army, but exactly the same height as the typical British recruit of the time.1 Silas Deane, the American envoy to France, described him as “a diminutive looking man … of near middle size for height.” But then again, Deane was judging him by the well-fed standards of colonial America.2 William Baldy, a rope-maker at the royal dockyard in Portsmouth, said only that the man he had seen was five feet seven inches tall, and let it go at that.

The man’s face was covered with red freckles, and his eyelids were “whitish,” a feature sufficiently distinctive to merit mention in advertisements that offered a reward for his capture. His face was thin, his complexion fair, and his hair of a reddish or “light sandy colour.”3

There was some disagreement about his build. Most of the people whom he met in his mad rambles across the English countryside described him as “thinnish,” but one, a Mr. White, described him as “rather lusty than slender,” lusty being defined in Johnson’s Dictionary as “stout; vigorous; healthy; able of body.”4 But White had met him back in 1775, shortly after the young Scot had returned from America, and before he embarked on a journey that would take him to almost every major town in southern England, and from there to France and back again. When his journey finally came to an end, in the tiny Hampshire village of Odiham, James Aitken (for that was his real name) was weary, thin, and, in the words of one witness, “altered to a great deal.”5

Somewhere in his many journeys he met with a terrible accident. On his chest, just below his right shoulder, was a large scar where a bullet had pierced his flesh. He could not resist showing people this scar and making up a story about it. He had been wounded “in the wars,” he said.6 This was rubbish. James Aitken had never seen combat. It is true that he joined the British army on at least three separate occasions, but each time he deserted. What he did not tell his listeners was the truth: that he was a thief and a highwayman, and that someone had shot him in the course of a robbery gone wrong. The story provides us with an important clue: in his own mind’s eye, he was neither a thief nor a painter. He was a man of proven courage.

That he even survived this wound tells us that he was a very healthy man. Time and time again he cheated death. Back in Edinburgh, where he was born, a fifth to a quarter of all infants never lived to see their first birthday.7 In London, where he committed his first crimes, countless immigrants sickened and died within a few years of moving to the capital. In the ships that carried men and women to the New World, passengers and crews dropped like flies from typhus, typhoid, dysentery, and yellow fever.8 And in the various prisons and lockups where he spent the last six weeks of his life, inmates “who went in healthy” were “in a few months changed to emaciated dejected objects.”9 Not James Aitken. He survived even in prison, fending off typhus (otherwise known as “jail fever”), only to die at the end of a rope. Perhaps Mr. White was right after all. James Aitken was decidedly “lusty.”

In England, where he spent most of his adult life, people laughed at him, sometimes behind his back, sometimes to his face. His problems began the moment he opened his mouth. Almost everyone immediately took him for a Scot, although one witness, a man with no ear for accents, pegged him as an “Irishman.”10 Scot or “Irishman,” it was all the same: he was distinctly unwelcome in England. If William Baldy, the ropemaker, was right, Aitken also had “a little stammering in his speech,” or what Silas Deane described as “a faltering and tremulous tone.”11

He was very particular about his appearance, and this invariably aroused suspicion. A Captain King, who employed him in January or February of 1776, described him as a “macaroni painter,” which is to say that he dressed like a dandy and “appeared, for his occupation, above the common degree.”12 Mrs. Boxell, his first landlady in Portsmouth, found it odd that he “changed his clothes every day.” So, too, did the publishers of The General Evening Post and The St. James’s Chronicle, both of whom reported on Aitken’s sartorial eccentricities.13 William Baldy could scarcely believe his eyes. First he saw Aitken wearing “worsted stockings, speckled or mixed, which were very dirty as were his shoes”; then, just four hours later, he saw him wearing clean white stockings and clean shoes.14

People also found it odd that Aitken wore his own hair. Men of all classes commonly wore wigs, and yet Aitken, who was otherwise very fussy about his appearance, did not. “I had to look around a long time in a church or other gathering of people before I saw anyone with his own hair,” wrote Pehr Kalm, a Swedish botanist who visited England in 1748. Even “clodhoppers,” he added, “go through their usual everyday duties all with perukes on the head.”15 Not James Aitken. In the winter of 1776, when he was working in a small town just outside Portsmouth, he wore his hair clubbed, that is, tied up in a queue and stiffened with tallow and perhaps with powder as well.16 By November, he had abandoned this style in favor of a more natural look. The queue was gone, and his hair, to quote Silas Deane, “hung loose on his shoulders, and down his neck.”17 The change was radical, deliberate, and highly significant. It marked Aitken as a new type of man: the Romantic revolutionary. The young men who enlisted in Washington’s army wore their hair this way.18 So, too, did the Jacobins, although they went one step further and wore their hair short. “This coiffure,” Jacques-Pierre Brissot wrote in 1790, “is the only one which is suited to republicans: being simple, economical and requiring little time, it is care-free and so assures the independence of a person; it bears witness to a mind given to reflection, courageous enough to defy fashion.”19

[image: ]

John the Painter at the time of his trial, as pictured in The London Magazine, 1777. It is tempting to think that this is an exact likeness of Aitken. Certainly it matches the description posted by the Navy Board. The face is thin (some might say haggard), his hair hangs freely, and his clothes are those of a working man. COURTESY OF THE PORTSMOUTH MUSEUM AND RECORDS SERVICE.
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The Macaroni Painter, or Billy Dimple Sitting for his Picture, 1772, by Richard Earlom (1743–1822), after Robert Dighton (circa 1752–1814). A former employer, picking up on Aitken’s numerous affectations, described him as a “macaroni painter.” In this spoof, the macaroni painter is of course the painter himself (Dighton), but in the sitter we can see Aitkens fantasy self. Note in particular the exaggerated fan-tailed hat that identifies its wearer as a fop. COURTESY OF THE LEWIS WALPOLE LIBRARY, YALE UNIVERSITY.

Aitken had one other affectation: he liked to wear a decidedly foppish hat. The hat that he chose was fan-tailed, so-called because its back flap, which was semicircular in shape, stood up straight; the crown, in turn, was all but hidden by two side flaps.20 The effect was very flashy and was made flashier still by Aitken’s habit of wearing his hat at a jaunty angle, or, as William Baldy put it, “cocked genteelly.”21

The overall effect, however, was anything but genteel. He was working-class and he looked it. Deane was unimpressed: “His dress no way recommended him at Paris, nor would in the lower stations of life prejudice him anywhere.” Deane’s valet was unimpressed: “You never saw a worse looking fellow in your life.” Edward Evans, a humble soldier, was unimpressed. How was the defendant dressed? the Crown’s prosecutor wanted to know. “In a brown duffel surtout coat, rather shabbily,” Evans answered.22

Everyone, starting with Deane’s valet, remembered the musty brown coat. The other thing they remembered was the bundle that he toted wherever he went. In it were all his worldly belongings, starting with the socks and shoes that had attracted William Baldy’s attention. Several times, fearing that he might be caught, he was forced to abandon his bundle. Each time, he left behind clues. There were shirts and shoes and dirty socks, and there were the items that he used to set fires—matches, gunpowder, nitre, and turpentine.

And there were books. He was forever reading—pamphlets, books, newspapers, anything that fell into his hands. Some he stole and some he bought. In Portsmouth, he left behind three books: The Art of War and Making Fireworks, as Practised by the Army of the King of France, an “English Justin,” and Ovid’s Metamorphoses.23 After fleeing Bristol, he managed to amass yet another bundle, and in it, yet another “little library,” this time consisting of Voltaire’s Henriade and an unspecified number of pamphlets, all pro-American.24 It was an odd assortment, one that identified its owner as a man whose ambitions and intellectual curiosity vastly exceeded his social horizons. The assortment says something else, something just as important: James Aitken, the man in the musty brown coat, drank from the same waters as the great figures of the Enlightenment. He stood, it is true, downstream from Voltaire, Montesquieu and Diderot, from the philosophes and the odd ways in which they read their own ambitions and political agendas into the texts of classical antiquity. But he stood there nonetheless.

The same man who was forever reading was also forever losing his temper. He was prickly, got into fights, and in general did the sorts of things that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the standard diagnostic reference of the American Psychiatric Association, now associates with “intermittent explosive disorder.” This particular condition, the DSM tells us, is characterized by “several discrete episodes of failure to resist aggressive impulses that result in serious assaultive acts or destruction of property”; such outbursts, moreover, are “grossly out of proportion to any precipitating psychosocial stressors.” Hence Aitken’s many tantrums and outbursts.

But is it so simple? A person with a mental disorder is assumed to be acting in a way that is at odds with other people’s behavior, but was Aitken? By eighteenth-century standards, his outbursts are not all that unusual; nor do they necessarily offer any real insights into his personality.25 This is illustrated by an incident that very nearly occurred just after Aitken had set fire to the rope house at Portsmouth. This was in 1776. He had bought some matches from a chandler (her name was Elizabeth Gentell), and almost all of them turned out to be defective. He was furious, and for a fleeting instant, he contemplated returning to her shop and avenging himself by firing into her windows.26 Such things happened all the time in eighteenth-century Portsmouth. Sailors rioted; feuding neighbors took justice into their own hands; and homeowners woke up to find that all of their windows had been smashed in. There had already been five such incidents in 1776, the most recent having occurred in the middle of October. The plaintiff was Elizabeth Hall, and the defendants were Anne Robinson and her daughter Elizabeth. First they had beaten up Hall, and then they had broken the windows to her house.27

Aitken also drank a great deal, sometimes starting early in the morning, and often keeping at it throughout the day. Does this mean that he was an alcoholic, or that his judgment was impaired by alcohol? Not necessarily. By eighteenth-century standards, his drinking was unexceptional, and if he went about his day in a slight alcoholic haze, so did a good number of other men, women, and children.28

Only occasionally do we hear Aitken’s own voice—in the transcripts of his trial and in the recollections of the various people he ran into in the last five months of his life. We know a fair amount about James Aitken, but that does not mean we know him. And what we do know is riddled with gaps. There are whole years lost to view, followed by days in which every detail comes into sharp focus—what he drank, what he wore, what he said, and so forth. Such days repay the telling, but the years in which his life was hopelessly ordinary are no less important. When he vanishes from sight, I have filled in the gaps as best I can, drawing on the work of social historians, and on the words and records of contemporaries whose lives at different points paralleled his. Some are common criminals; some are travelers setting out for the New World; and still others are felons waiting to hang—ordinary men and women whose lives and experiences were harrowing beyond our imagining. Always the goal has been the same: to place him in his world as he found it, with its many limits and few possibilities.

*  *  *

There were two constants in his life: war and overpopulation. His own short life was bracketed by two wars: the Seven Years’ War, which ended in 1763, and the American Revolutionary War, which began just twelve years later, in 1775. The Seven Years’ War is important because Britain emerged from it the undisputed power of its day. Britain did not have the largest or the best army. And it had less than half the population of its nearest rival, France. But it had two things that its rivals did not. The first was the Royal Navy, and the second was a vast infrastructure dedicated to keeping its ships fit for service. It was the Royal Navy that had carried armies to Louisbourg, to Quebec City, to Havana, to Madras, and to Manila; and it was the Royal Navy that had prevented the French from supplying their own remote outposts with men, ammunition, and food. After two French fleets, one from Toulon and the other from Brest, had been defeated in rapid succession, nobody dared to attack the Royal Navy on the high seas; still less did anyone dream of idling its ships by destroying the dockyards that kept them afloat.

Other powers had navies and the facilities to support them. But none could match the efficiency of the royal dockyards at Portsmouth, Plymouth, Chatham, Woolwich, and Deptford. Without these, the Royal Navy would not have been the military wonder of its day.

It could not last. No sooner had Britain humiliated its rivals than it became the empire that everyone loved to hate. Its enemies took heart when relations between Britain and its American colonies started to deteriorate, and they cheered when America at long last declared its independence from Europe’s mightiest empire.29 Unemployed aristocrats from across Europe besieged the American delegation to Paris, assuring them, in the stilted words of one, of their wish to go “to your country, in hopes of finding an opportunity to use my sword in the cause of the liberty against the oppressors.”30

The American Revolution appealed to many people on both sides of the Atlantic, but it appealed to bored young men most of all. It was a cause that excited Nathan Hale, Alexander Hamilton, and the Marquis de Lafayette, and it was a cause that attracted thousands of young men to Washington’s army, while keeping thousands more from joining the British army.31 And it was a cause that excited young James Aitken, giving his life meaning and his youthful energies a purpose. Each of these young revolutionaries had been influenced by the great ideas of the Enlightenment, and each, in the way of the Romantics, was intent on remaking those ideas in his own image. They read and they dreamed and they read some more, ceaselessly comparing themselves to the heroes of classical antiquity. “The great acquisitions of Rome, Greece, and Athens, had their place in my mind,” Aitken was later quoted as saying. “I can’t say but I felt from thence the desire of accomplishing some great achievement.”32 It is a pretty picture: a generation of young heroes in the making, each going off to war, and each thinking noble thoughts, mostly about himself.

But when they took the time to look around, they saw that there were hundreds of thousands of other young men just like themselves. That brings us to the second grim constant in Aitken’s life. The population was growing at an unprecedented rate, and as it grew, real wages sank in some regions and stagnated in others.33 Everywhere there were young people, and nowhere were there enough jobs. In Scotland, the population grew from perhaps 1,265,000 in 1755 to just over 1,608,000 by 1801, this despite extremely high levels of emigration. In England, the population grew by nearly three million, from perhaps 5,943,000 in 1755 to more than 8,664,000 by the turn of the century.34 For those at the bottom of the ladder, the implications were dire. Fewer would be self-employed, and more would spend their lives as dependent wage-earners, never earning quite enough to support both themselves and a family.35 And even as they scrambled to find work, the nature of work would be changing for the worse, requiring fewer skills and less education.36 The cards were stacked against James Aitken even before he was born, and if he was to transcend his class and his destiny, he would need to be more than just smart: he would need to be very lucky.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]
His Boyhood

HE WAS not born John the Painter. He was born James Aitken, in Edinburgh, on the twenty-eighth of September 1752. A week later, on the fourth of October, he was still alive and his name was entered into the parish register.1 For the first several weeks of his life, his parents, George and Magdalen, regarded his existence with a certain degree of skepticism, waiting to see whether he would in fact live. Their skepticism was justified. Anywhere from a fifth to a quarter of all infants born in Edinburgh died before reaching their first birthday, and nearly half of these died within four weeks of being born.2 The Aitkens themselves had already had seven children, and after James they would have four more. The family was large even by the prolific standards of the time—in Edinburgh at least, the typical family numbered perhaps six in 1779—and with each addition the Aitkens became a little poorer.3

George worked as a smith. He did tolerably well, for somewhere along the line he managed to save enough money to become a burgess.4 As a smith, he belonged to the Incorporation, or guild, of Hammermen, whose meeting place, in the chapel of St. Mary Magdalen, was just a few blocks away from the family’s home in the Old Town.5 Membership in an incorporation meant that the family could count on its members for disbursements of food and coal in hard times, and even more importantly, it meant that the Aitken boys could apply for admission to George Heriot’s Hospital, a nearby orphanage school, in the event of their father’s death.6 George Aitken was no doubt literate, but not excessively so, and he was possessed of Vulcan-like strength. Smiths, it was observed in 1761, “require but little learning, for reading, writing, and common arithmetic are sufficient, but they should have great strength of body.…”7 Slight instead of burly, and enamored of books instead of work, James was in many ways his father’s physical and intellectual opposite.

His mother, née Magdalen Boswell, was the daughter of a house painter, and she moved up just slightly in the world when she married George Aitken in 1741.8 She was to outlive her husband by twenty-one years, and her son James by three, dying in 1780. In 1759, just two months after George’s death, she gave birth to their twelfth and last child.

The family was large, its quarters were cramped, and precisely because of their uncomfortable proximity the children were probably never very close to each other. It was this way in most families. Children came one after the other, left home at an early age, and had little or no contact with the brothers and sisters whom they left behind.9 Aitken himself would leave home in April of 1761, at which time he was taken in at Heriot’s, and in 1767 he was farmed out as an apprentice to a local painter. He probably moved in with his new master, although the practice had ceased to be universal by the eighteenth century.10

Historians squabble endlessly over whether early modern mothers had any particular fondness for their children—after all, they had so many of them, and many of these were destined to leave home at an early age, never to return—but Aitken seems to have been fond enough of his mother.11 This, at least, can be inferred from a note that he sent just before he was to be hanged, asking its recipient to “write to my sorrowful mother concerning my unhappy fate; but in the softest terms possible, as her grief I know will be very great on hearing of it.”12 This much we can say with confidence: if his mother had no time for him, and if his early years were unhappy and he spent most of them working instead of playing, he was no worse off than most.13

The family occupied a flat on Robertson’s Close, just off the Cowgate. It was here that Aitken spent the first eight and a half years of his life. The building in which he grew up was probably six or more stories high, with a family living on each floor. (Today, most of the buildings in the area are nine stories high, the number that is typically given in eighteenth-century descriptions of the so-called “lands,” or high houses, of the Old Town.) The ground floor was almost certainly occupied by a shop, with the better-off families in the building occupying its upper stories, above the noise and stench of the alleyway below. In its heyday, long since past, the Cowgate had been “the polite part of the town”; by Aitken’s day, the nobles and government officials who had once built their houses there were long since gone, and the neighborhood was easily the poorest and most densely populated in Edinburgh.14 Sir Walter Scott, who was born not far from the Aitkens’s, provides this description: “The houses on each side of the lane were so close, that the neighbours might have shaken hands with each other from the different sides, and occasionally the space between was traversed by wooden galleries, and thus entirely closed up.”15

Everywhere there were people, and there was not a moment in his childhood when he did not hear or see them. Robert Louis Stevenson, writing more than a century after Aitken’s death, described the neighborhood as “some Black Hole of Calcutta.” It was the sort of place where “houses sprang up story after story, neighbour mounting upon neighbour’s shoulder,” where it was “scarce possible to avoid observing your neighbours,” where “high words are audible from dwelling to dwelling, and children have a strange experience from the first; only a robust soul, you would think, could grow up in such conditions without hurt.”16

Mostly it was dirty. Excrement, most of it tossed from on high, clogged the narrow lanes, and pedestrians picked their way around it as best they could. It was this, more than anything else, that embarrassed Boswell when he set out to show Johnson his hometown. That was in 1773, by which time the problem was, to use Boswell’s phrase, “much abated”; even so, “from the structure of the houses in the Old Town, which consist of many storeys, in each of which a different family lives, and there being no covered sewers, the odour still continues.”17 Edward Topham, who visited Edinburgh just one year later, had to agree. The stench was unbearable: “such a concatenation of smells I never before was sensible of; it has been sometimes so powerful as to wake me, and prevent my sleeping till it was somewhat lessened.”18

At times it must have seemed to young Aitken that he lived in a falling world. Chamber pots were emptied into the streets below; refuse was hurled out windows; masonry became dislodged and fell on unwary pedestrians; and sometimes entire buildings—old, rickety, and weighted down with too many souls—came tumbling down. The year 1751 marked a turning point. That was the year when the entire wall of a house collapsed, killing young Edward Reynolds. This was too much for the town council. It ordered an inspection of the more perilous buildings in the Old Town, several of which were subsequently demolished.19 A year later, just one month before Aitken was born, the council turned its back on the Old Town for good. It would henceforth put its energies into building a new town, one with “spacious streets and large buildings, which are thinly inhabited.”20

But that part of Edinburgh, with its stately squares and orderly crescents, has nothing to do with our story. We mention the New Town only because it—and not the Old Town—came to be associated with the Scottish Enlightenment.21 To the extent that Aitken imbibed the ideals of that glittering movement, he did so from afar, from within the dark recesses of what was still very much a medieval city.

*  *  *

He had a normal childhood. If he suffered, so, too, did everyone around him. There were several years in which the Aitkens may have had need of the primitive insurance scheme offered by the Hammermen. In 1756, when Aitken was just four, Scotland was wracked by dearth, and in 1762, 1763, 1765, and 1766, harvest failures again forced up the price of food.22 In 1763, there were food riots in Edinburgh, although by this time Aitken was already boarding at George Heriot’s Hospital, where he was assured of three meals a day.

His diversions were few, hard, and mirthless, starting with the raucous celebration of the king’s birthday. In Aitken’s day, these celebrations were still relatively tame, but even then they were marked by heavy drinking, ostensibly to the king’s health.23 On these occasions ordinary people reaffirmed a personal—if improbable—relationship with their distant and not-very-personable monarch. These celebrations, with their pageantry, cannonades, and colorful military displays, were young Aitken’s first contact with his king. He was eight when George III succeeded George II, and he had no reason to hate either man. The Jacobite uprising of ’45 was a distant memory, and in any event, had never been popular in Edinburgh.24 The union with England, moreover, had been good to the Scots. They earned, it is true, less than the English, but they were earning more than their ancestors ever had; their sons were finding their way into the government, into the officer corps of both the army and the navy, into the empire’s many outposts; and their economy was growing faster than the English—as were their towns and cities.25 If they did not love their king, they needed him, and that was reason enough to be loyal.
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The Flodden Wall, with Heriot’s in the background.
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Robertson’s Close today. James Aitken was born in a tenement on or off this alley.

Public hangings were another source of grim entertainment, although they were far less common in Scotland than in England and Wales.26 As a young boy, Aitken would almost certainly have witnessed the occasional execution; indeed, he could hardly have avoided them, as the Aitkens lived very near the Grassmarket, the open space where criminals were hanged and cattle bought and sold.27

At least once a week, along with the entire Aitken brood, he attended church at Greyfriars. Outside, in its famous churchyard, were reminders of Scotland’s unhappy past. To the southwest stood the enclosure where some 1,200 Covenanters had been confined in 1679, while to the west stood the ruins of the Flodden Wall, which had been built in haste and panic after the Battle of Flodden in 1513. Beyond the old wall lay Heriot’s. Its boys had their own pews in the church, and as a very young boy Aitken saw them on innumerable occasions, each dressed in a uniform of “sad russet cloth.”28
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Greyfriars Churchyard. Aitken would have played among the tombstones as a boy. His father George was buried here in 1759 PHOTOGRAPHS BY REESE WARNER.

In 1759, his father died and was himself buried in a remote corner of the Greyfriars churchyard. His death left Magdalen the head of a large and impoverished household. In many instances, widows were able to carry on in their husband’s businesses, but in Magdalen’s case this was clearly impossible.29 As a result, both she and the children still under her care probably slipped still further into poverty. At some point, she may have moved in with one of her adult children, in which case she would have found herself looking after a whole new generation of infants and children.30 The family became poorer, but it managed to cling to respectability nonetheless, with one daughter, also named Magdalen, marrying a goldsmith in 1767.31 This, for the orphaned daughter of a smith, was a major step up in the world.

The loss of his father, aside from its obvious financial implications, probably had only a fleeting impact on Aitken’s emotional development. There were countless children who had lost one parent or both—hence the establishment of institutions like Heriot’s—and even in households untouched by death it was a common practice for boys, and to a lesser extent girls, to leave home at an early age, the poorer the earlier.32 Once they did so their fathers and mothers ceased to play a central role in their lives. Losing his father placed young Aitken at an economic disadvantage, but it did not in and of itself mark him as a tragic figure. If anything, he may have viewed his father’s early death as a mixed blessing, for without it he would not have been admitted to Heriot’s.

This happened in April of 1761, just two years after his father’s death. He was not yet nine years old. With Heriot’s, his future suddenly seemed bright. His inevitable entry into the world of work was postponed (until 1767, when he started his apprenticeship), and he was to acquire a first-rate education, with the prospect, if he excelled, of ultimately going on to the University of Edinburgh. Heriot’s owed its existence to a bequest left by George Heriot in 1624, and it had been housing and educating poor boys for just over a century. To be considered for admission, a boy had to be poor, seven years of age or older, and fatherless.33 There was one other criterion: the boy’s father had to have been a burgess. Aitken met all of these criteria, but so, too, did countless other unfortunate boys. There were always more applicants than places for them, and the few who were admitted could count themselves very lucky indeed.

His intellectual attainments were incidental to the admissions process. In the nineteenth century at least, the school’s governor was asked only to give “his opinion of the boy’s general attainments for his age,” while his guardians were asked questions designed to see whether the candidate fell within the mandate of the founder’s will.34 Aitken was presented by Sarah Sandilands, the eldest daughter of a wealthy merchant and the wife of Thomas Durham of Boghead.35 In 1695, the Sandilands had made a substantial donation to the school, in return for which the family was entitled to “name and present two male children” every year, provided that they conformed “to the statutes of the said hospital,” were under “ten years and six months of age,” and were otherwise “clean and wholesome.” It is unknown how Aitken or the plight of his family came to the attention of Sarah Sandilands; at the very least, her intervention on behalf of young James tells us that the Aitkens had not fallen so low as to be without protectors and patrons. (Another of Sarah’s protégés was the future artist Henry Raeburn.)

Aitken very nearly missed being admitted. In 1763, two years after he began at Heriot’s, the school’s finances were such that no boys were admitted; the year after that, only one boy was admitted. Aitken’s younger brother, George, was also lucky. He was one of only seven boys admitted in 1766. He joined his brothers James and Nichol there, Nichol having been admitted in October of 1760. With three of their boys admitted to the school within a span of five years, the Aitken family must have had good connections and known how to use them.

Each of the boys was given a physical examination before being formally admitted to the school. This was standard practice at Heriot’s, and it was almost certainly Aitken’s first encounter with a physician. The boy was thin, but otherwise healthy. In any event, Heriot’s afforded him ample opportunity to put on weight. The food, while monotonous and unappetizing, was plentiful. In 1795, breakfast consisted of a mutchkin (just under a pint) of porridge, along with a half-mutchkin of milk or buttermilk. Lunch consisted of beef and broth on Sundays and Thursdays, and of mutton and broth on Tuesdays; on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, the boys had to settle for bread and milk, but on Saturdays, they were treated to table beer, whose low alcohol content was no doubt a source of chronic complaint. Supper was the same as breakfast, with bread being substituted for porridge during the summer.36 Like sailors, Heriot’s boys did without vegetables, and like sailors, they were prone to scurvy. Few Lowland Scots ate as much meat or drank as much milk as the boys at Heriot’s, but at least they got their vegetables, primarily in the form of kale or cabbage.37
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Heriot’s Hospital from the Grassmarket by J. M. W. Turner (1775–1851). Heriot’s rises in the distance, a beacon of hope and order amidst the squalor and crushing poverty of Edinburgh’s Old Town. COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL GALLERY OF SCOTLAND.

Nothing could have prepared him for the experience of living at Heriot’s. With its turrets, carvings, and breathtaking courtyard, the building, known then as the “Wark,” resembled nothing so much as a palace, and the contrast between it and the Aitkens’ cramped flat off the Cowgate could not have been greater. The building was enormous—in Aitken’s day the students and staff occupied only a small part of it, leasing the remainder to booksellers and others—and it was magnificent, too magnificent, some uncharitable people said, for the paupers that it housed.38 The historian William Maitland thought it “more proper for the residence of a great king than the habitation of a few poor and needy orphans. For, till this time, the vanity of man was not got to such a height of extravagance as to erect palaces for beggars.”39 Thomas Pennant, the naturalist and writer, thought it “a fine old building, much too magnificent for the end proposed, that of educating poor children.”40

The school had a large staff, and for the first time in his life, Aitken found himself living a highly structured existence. In addition to the faculty, consisting of the schoolmaster, his two assistants, and the writing master, there was a staff of fifteen: a treasurer, a physician, a surgeon, a clerk, a steward, a cook, a gardener, a porter, a matron, and six women servants. The seven women, all confirmed spinsters and all forty-five years of age or older, were responsible for washing the linens, making the students’ beds, sweeping their rooms, and tending to boys who fell sick. The schoolmaster and teachers were also supposed to be unmarried, as was the porter, whose duties included keeping beggars out and boys in during prayers and meals. Despite his best efforts, the boys were forever slipping out and getting into trouble. It was a constant struggle, one that was fought with stocks (the school had its own), chains, and whips. In 1731, two boys who had spent the night out were whipped and then expelled; in 1732, three more truants were whipped and placed in the school’s stocks; and in Aitken’s day, three boys, Charles and John Alexander and John Clark were forever leaving the school for a week or more at a time, despite their having “often received correction and been confined by chaining them together.”41

The teachers never stayed for long. The two constants in his life at Heriot’s were Mrs. Elizabeth Gillespie, whose tenure as matron of the housekeepers lasted from 1753 to 1776, and Alexander Peacock, who served as steward from 1737 to 1768. It was a grim and unaffectionate existence, but it was orderly, and that made it better than most.

As before, he was always surrounded by people, starting with the 140 or so other boys who attended the school. For the six years that he was there, he ate with them, took classes with them, and shared a common room with them at night. Adults—teachers, spinsters, and the porter—watched their every move, exiting only at night and only after they had taken one last head count.

His day started with yet another counting of heads. This took place just before dawn in the quadrangle., where a number for each boy had been chiseled into the paving stones. Aitken would take his place, his feet positioned below his own number, and wait to be counted. Everywhere he looked there were sculptures and medallions. Pride of place was given to a life-size statue of the school’s founder, but there were also medallions of kings and queens: Henrietta Maria, Charles II, and James VI. There were also biblical figures and the figure of death adorning one of the windows. There were David and Solomon, Adam and Eve, along with mermaids and fanciful reliefs representing the four known continents: Europe, Asia, Africa, and America.

At seven, the boys were marched off to the chapel for prayers, and at eight into the refectory for breakfast. Classes started at nine in the winter and at ten in the summer, and were followed by lunch at noon. Classes resumed at two, lasting until five on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and until four on Tuesdays and Thursdays.42 Five times a day, the boys were called on to pray, in the mornings and evenings in the school’s magnificent chapel, and at breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Sometimes mumbling and sometimes shouting, they gave “thanks unto God in express words, for the bountiful maintenance, which they, living there, receive from the charity of their pious founder.”43 At least once a day they prayed for the people who sat in authority over them, for the king and his privy council, and for the mayor and his council. Three times a week, on Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday, a schoolmaster instructed the boys in their catechism, concluding each such session with a reading from an inoffensive sermon authorized by the Kirk. On Sundays, in addition to being catechized, the boys were lined up, two by two in order of seniority, and marched off to Greyfriars. There, in pews just ahead of the “back seats for the poor,” they suffered through two sermons, one in the morning and one in the afternoon, after which they were once again assembled in twos and marched back to the school under the weary eyes of their masters.44 It was in Greyfriars that Aitken and his brothers could catch a glimpse of their mother and such siblings as were still living under her roof.

At that time, Greyfriars was presided over by John Erskine, the leading figure in the evangelical wing of the Kirk and a respected classicist.45 One of the many people who heard him preach was the future Sir Walter Scott. Scott liked him. Erskine himself may have been “a very ungainly person,” and his sermons may have been lacking in “pulpit eloquence,” but these deficiencies were more than compensated for by his “learning, metaphysical acuteness, and energy of argument.”46

Erskine believed passionately in educating the children of the poor, and he made this one of his many worthy causes. In June of 1762, when Aitken was ten and had been at Heriot’s for a year, Erskine delivered a sermon on the occasion of the founder’s birthday, and in 1774, he delivered a sermon subsequently published under the title The Education of Poor Children Recommended.47 Education, he argued, habituated poor children “to useful labour” and introduced discipline into their lives at an early age.48 One thing led to another: children who had been taught to be “tractable, and obedient to the advice and authority of their teachers” inevitably grew up to be solid citizens who were submissive “to rulers, who in the just constitutional exercise of their power, are ministers of God for good, and terrors only to evildoers.…” They were, Erskine confidently predicted, “in little danger of disturbing the quiet either of church or state.”

The argument was not without its flaws. It did not occur to Erskine that education might plant doubts in the minds of its recipients, that instead of becoming happy workers they might instead become unhappy intellectuals. Nor did it occur to him that many men, no matter how much education and training they got, were destined to spend the rest of their lives not as prosperous tradesmen but as impoverished day laborers.

John Erskine matters because he was openly sympathetic to America and because Aitken heard him preach on a regular basis. Erskine was in close and constant contact with such American evangelicals as Jonathan Edwards, and in 1769, with war already looming, he wrote an impassioned plea for peace.49 He blamed both sides for the impasse, but mostly he blamed Britain. The pamphlet, Shall I Go to War with my American Brethren?, was reasonableness itself, but in his attempts to dissuade Britain from military action Erskine came very close to justifying the use of unconventional warfare against superior military force. One line in particular stands out: “Despair sharpens the invention; and when it cannot find relief, suggests a thousand expedients of revenge.”50 In 1776, with the battles of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill already fought, Erskine would write another pamphlet about America. Published under the bland title of Reflections on the Rise, Progress, and Probable Consequences of the Present Contentions with the Colonies, it, too, contained a line that could easily be construed as a justification for fighting a new kind of war. Americans, he observed, had been criticized for fighting from behind the cover of forests and thickets, and yet he himself could see no difference between raising “fortifications provided by God and nature” and “our army guarding against attacks by works of their own raising.”51 Erskine was a good and peaceable man, and he no doubt wrote these lines in complete innocence; others, however, read and heard something rather more sinister. We do not know if Aitken read Erskine’s pamphlets, but this much is certain: he heard Erskine’s sermons, and it was through them that he formed his first impressions of America and its impending struggles with Britain.

*  *  *

He got a good education. All of the boys at Heriot’s were taught reading, writing, and basic arithmetic. This part of the curriculum was designed to prepare them for the trades, but two other components were not. The first was music—when Aitken was at Heriot’s it was taught by Cornforth Gilson—and the second was Latin. The writer Joseph Collyer was against it, arguing that neither Greek nor Latin could be of “any real use to the generality of tradesmen and mechanics, even were they perfect masters of them.”52

Aitken loved books and read indiscriminately. It was a passion that he shared with many other impoverished Scots. Their ranks included young Robert Burns, who was himself the son of a poor farmer, but they also included many lesser-known men and women, among them, an aged shepherd who possessed a library of 370 books. These, it was reported, were “upon many different subjects, as divinity, history, travels, voyages &c, besides magazines of different kinds, such as the Scots, the Universal, and the Christian magazines; a complete set of the Spectator, Guardian, Tatler, Rambler &c.”53 Alexander Somerville, a poor Scot who later became a journalist, was another such reader. When, for example, he read George Anson’s Voyage round the World, “everything gave way to admit the new knowledge of the earth’s geography, and the charms of human adventure which I found in those voyages. I had read nothing of the kind before.…”54 Aitken, too, was given to thinking about the world that lay beyond his own. At Heriot’s, he had access to two globes, along with “proper books for giving the skills in geography and navigation.” These items were purchased sometime in 1764, and they seem to have caught young Aitken’s attention, for later in life he displayed an uncommon ability to find his way in unfamiliar settings, whether in southern England, France, or even in the wilds of America.55

He was an avid reader of newspapers, as were so many of his peers. Years later, when he was a wanted man, he would read about his various crimes in the newspapers, cringing whenever the advertisements offering rewards for his capture described him just a little too well. The newspapers, too, were the source of much of his information about America. Such news could be found in all the major London newspapers, and it could also be found closer to home in The Scots Magazine, which ran a regular feature under the heading “British North America.”56 If he was like most people, he did most of his reading in public houses and coffeehouses, which were always well stocked with newspapers.57

Many of the books that Aitken read as a boy probably came from the school’s library, which was started in 1764. The original funds came from the Reverend John Erskine, who having delivered the school’s commemorative sermon in 1762, had returned his stipend on the condition that it be used “for purchasing religious and moral treatises.”58 More varied—and more interesting—reading materials were to be found in the unused apartments that were at various times leased to printers, stationers, and booksellers; at the very least, these establishments would have piqued Aitken’s curiosity, tempting him to read both broadly and eclectically.

It was a habit that would follow him into adulthood. Wherever he went, he toted books with him. One assortment, left behind in Portsmouth, contained two classics—an “English Justin” and Ovid’s Metamorphoses—along with a book appropriate to his activities as an arsonist: The Art of War and Making Fireworks, as Practised by the Army of the King of France.59 The “English Justin” was almost certainly the Marcus Junianus Justinus who abridged an earlier history of Philip of Macedon and Alexander the Great. The history was very popular in England, with separate translations appearing in 1663 and 1702. There was also a popular schoolboy’s edition, first published in 1732 and already in its seventh edition by 1772. It was probably this version that Aitken owned.60 His fondness for the Metamorphoses is equally unremarkable, as the text was hugely popular in the eighteenth century.61

Another assortment of texts, left behind in Bristol, contained various pamphlets (unspecified) by Franklin, a pro-American tract by Richard Price (we will return to him in due course), and “a volume of Voltaire’s works, with the leaf turned down, in one of the pages of which the account of the massacre of Paris began.”62 This could only have been Voltaire’s Henriade, which was available in English translation.63 Aitken later bragged that Voltaire was his favorite modern author.64 But it is hard to see exactly what attracted him to this particular book. Perhaps Aitken saw in Voltaire’s fawning depiction of Henry IV the sort of hero he himself wished to be, or perhaps he simply happened upon the book, either buying it on the cheap or stealing it in the course of his many break-ins. Three facts are certain: he was interested in the classics, he could name Voltaire, and he wanted to be the sort of person who has a favorite author.

*  *  *

He probably made few friends at Heriot’s. In his own cohort, there were the sons of respectable professionals, including two merchants, a vintner, and an armorer, and there were also the sons of decidedly more modest men, including a weaver and a shoemaker. The variety was a microcosm of the school itself. In Aitken’s day, the student body was more or less evenly divided between middle-class and lower-middle-class boys. One, for example, was the son of a goldsmith (the occupation of the school’s founder), and another was the son of a mere porter.65 If the example of Alexander Somerville is at all representative, these distinctions meant a great deal to the boys themselves.66 Somerville, a self-styled “working man” who grew up in the early 1800s, was constantly bullied by the oldest son “of the great farmer of the neighbourhood”; Somerville also ended up at the bottom of the heap in the boys’ grim games. In one such game, the boys were divided into soldiers and radicals. “As the soldiers were the most respectable in the eyes of the better dressed sons of farmers and tradesmen, and as they took the lead in everything, they made themselves soldiers.”67 For his part, Somerville was cast in the role of a radical, as befitted a boy who was as truculent as he was poor.

Fagging, which was already rife at Heriot’s, was another source of misery. At the top of the hierarchy were the “garrers,” the boys who were in their fifth year. The earliest mention of their existence dates from 1751, when it was reported that they were forcing all boys entering the school to take a pledge in which they agreed to say nothing about the system and its many abuses. In 1793, it was discovered that younger boys were routinely forced to clean the garrers’ shoes; they were also forced to steal for them and beat up classmates who had run afoul of the so-called “garring law.” It was a brutal system, and it survived each of the school’s attempts to suppress it. Boys who had a little money might bribe the garrers; the rest, including Aitken, were left to suffer repeatedly and in silence.68

Aitken had another problem: he was a stammerer.69 At the very least, a speech impediment, no matter how slight, would have poisoned his relations with both classmates and schoolmasters, causing the one to mock him and the other to underestimate his intellect.

Adolescence only added to his awkwardness. If he was like most boys of the time, its onset was late and its duration long, consistent with the stunting effects of a poor diet and hard physical labor (something that most Heriot’s boys were exposed to once they started their apprenticeships at the age of fourteen or fifteen). By one estimate, the typical male did not reach physical maturity until his mid-twenties (today, by contrast, the average age is eighteen); by another, the typical adolescent male in late eighteenth-century London was five inches shorter than his counterpart today.70

*  *  *

The school divided its graduates into two tracks, and in both cases paid their way. The lucky few were marked for advancement to the University of Edinburgh, and the remainder were farmed out as apprentices. Boys in the first track were the rarest of creatures. They were the so-called “lads of parts,” poor boys who were given the opportunity to rise through higher education. Few did.71 The prospects of the boys in the second track were worse, and they found themselves going out into a world very different from that envisioned in the founder’s will.

In April of 1767, the school’s council, in conjunction with a visiting committee, met to decide which graduates would serve apprenticeships and which, if any, would be sent on to the university.72 Aitken, in their opinion, had not distinguished himself, and when it came time to select a trade for him, the governors selected one that was singularly unpromising: house painter. He was fourteen years old.

It was a terrible choice. In the Middle Ages, only painters knew how to mix colors and apply them properly; by the eighteenth century, these skills had lost their specialist standing, and the trade faced competition from several directions. The biggest threat came from paint shops, which were starting to spring up in the larger towns. These shops were a threat because they could mix and sell paints at a fraction of the price charged by professional painters. One such shop was already operating in London by 1734, and its enterprising proprietor, Alexander Emerton, was only too happy to provide his customers with printed directions. With Emerton’s paints and Emerton’s little manual, homeowners were known to have “painted whole houses without the assistance or direction of a painter, which when examined by the best judges could not be distinguished from the work of a professed painter.” Homeowners who did not wish to dirty their hands and clothes might hire common laborers to do the job instead. These, too, Emerton was only too happy to provide.73
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Beer Street, 1751, by William Hogarth. The only person who is not fat and prosperous is the painter (upper left-hand corner).

Thanks to entrepreneurs like Emerton, there was already a glut of professional painters by 1747, the year when Robert Campbell published his career guide for boys and their parents. As far as Campbell was concerned, “no parent ought to be so mad as to bind his child apprentice for seven years, to a branch that may be learned almost in as many hours, in which he cannot earn a subsistence when he has got it, runs the risk of breaking his neck every day, and in the end turns out a mere blackguard.”74 “This branch,” he added, “is now at a very low ebb, on account of the methods practised by some colour-shops, who have set up horse-mills to grind the colours, and sell them to noblemen and gentlemen ready mixed at a low price, and by the help of a few printed directions, a house may be painted by any common labourer at one third of the expence it would have cost before the mystery was made public.” In 1761, the same year that Aitken was admitted to Heriot’s, the trade was still hopelessly “overstocked,” and parents were being discouraged from selecting it as a future occupation for their sons.75

The occupation was more than uncertain: it was dangerous even by the horrific standards of the eighteenth-century workplace. Tailors lost their eyesight after years of working in dimly lit shops. Shoemakers developed humpbacks after years of stooping. Porters were given to ruptures and hernias, as were sailors and just about anyone else whose job involved heavy lifting.76 Construction workers fell off ladders and scaffolds and were paralyzed for life. But painters suffered even more, for over time they invariably succumbed to lead poisoning.77 With mild exposure came fatigue, sleeplessness, pallor, loss of appetite, irritability, and sudden changes in mood. (One wonders if Aitken himself was so afflicted.) With prolonged exposure came weakness, abdominal pain, persistent vomiting, and clumsiness.78 Contemporaries were not unaware of these effects. Franklin, writing in 1786, claimed that lead’s effects had been understood “at least above sixty years.” Painters’ “constitutions ought to be hardy and sound,” Robert Campbell had warned back in 1747. “They are,” he added, “much exposed to heats and colds on the outside of buildings; and the strong smell of the colours, and the effluvia of the white lead they are among, is apt to affect their nerves and lungs, if they are not perfectly sound.”79 This was especially true of the laborers who mixed lead paints. They were “sure in a few years to become paralytic by the mercurial fumes of the lead.”

Why, then, did Heriot’s governors consign Aitken to an occupation that could promise little more than poverty, poor health, and an early death? One possibility is that the governors did so because the boy’s grandfather, Alexander Boswell, was also a painter. But the likeliest explanation is that the school’s governors had in some way found Aitken mentally or socially deficient, probably because of his stammering. Hence the selection of an occupation that required, in the words of one contemporary, “very small abilities.”80 It was an unfortunate choice, one that neither engaged Aitken’s intellect nor did justice to it.

His master, John Bonnar, was a house painter in Edinburgh’s Old Town.81 Bonnar may have found work painting rooms in the houses then being built in the New Town (an English visitor, writing in 1774, gushed over “the present mode of colouring ceilings and rooms,” insisting that “the paleness of the tints gives to their appearance much grace, ease, and modesty, blended with a certain degree of grandeur and dignity”), but it is likely that most of his business came from painting signs and storefronts in the Old Town. The English visitor did not like them. The merchants, he complained, “have the horrid custom of painting on the outside of their houses, the figure of the commodity which is to be sold within; which, in this place, makes the oddest appearance you can conceive; for each story, perhaps, from top to bottom, is chequered with ten thousand different forms and colours.…”82 Everyone, it seemed, was “remarkably fond of glaring colours,” of red, yellow, and blue, which provided a bold background for advertising their wares and made a mockery of the understated refinement of the New Town.

Bonnar taught Aitken how to mix colors, paint figures, and draw.83 He must have taught him well, for as a journeyman Aitken was able to find odd jobs wherever he went—in London, Birmingham, Exeter, Warrington, Havant, Titchfield, and even Philadelphia.84

In 1772, at the age of twenty, Aitken completed his apprenticeship and left Bonnar’s employ with exactly five pounds in his pocket. The money came not from Bonnar but from Heriot’s, with the understanding that it be spent on a new suit of clothes.85 The sum fell far short of the thirty or more pounds required to set up shop as a master painter, and Aitken, like the vast majority of his peers, now entered the workforce as a mere journeyman.86 His prospects were abysmal. In principle, a newly graduated apprentice spent several years as a journeyman, honing his skills and amassing a nest egg. After that, in his late twenties or early thirties, he set up shop as a master in his own right, married, fathered a new generation of workers, and became a pillar of the community. That was the theory and that was exactly what George Aitken had done. In practice, many journeymen never became masters.87 They were not quite boys, but they would never be men—not as long as they were too poor to set up shops and households of their own.88 Unable to go into business for themselves, they spent their lives in limbo, neither boys nor men, wandering, working for a succession of employers, and in most cases earning too little to support themselves, let alone a family. Because they were poor and despised, they were forever touchy on points of honor, and because they were considered to be little more than grown-up boys, they played the part, flying into rages at the slightest provocation. They stood for everything that John Erskine had warned against in The Education of Poor Children Recommended. In 1772, James Aitken entered their ever-growing ranks, a man in his eyes only.

In the meantime, he began working where and when he could. In most trades, work began at about six in the morning, and lasted until six or seven in the evening, with perhaps two hours off for meals.89 Work was erratic, and on some days he worked to the point of exhaustion, and on others he mostly wandered and drank. He could count on being poorly paid, but he could not count on working.

He realized almost at once that there was no future in being a painter. He was young and ambitious, and the workaday world held absolutely no charm for him. He set his sights on becoming an officer. It was a quintessentially Scottish ambition. “I was born a Scotsman and a bare one,” Sir Walter Scott once said. “Therefore I was born to fight my way in the world.”90 The same sentiment is to be found in Scotch Modesty Displayed, a pamphlet published in 1778:


The army and the navy take away almost all our young gentlemen. The reason is plain, our gentry are both poor and proud … and we can neither submit to the putting our sons to trades, nor afford to place them in the genteeler walk of commerce, nor to buy them commissions, so we send them to fight for their bread.91



The claim was not wide of the mark. By the end of the Seven Years’ War, as many as one in four Scots of military age were serving in the British forces.92 Those who could purchase commissions did so, and those who could not served in the enlisted ranks. The one offered glory and advancement; the other most decidedly did not. Every once in a while, it is true, men were promoted out of the enlisted ranks, but such instances were few and far between, and such men as were promoted almost always had good connections and superior social skills.93

The idea of becoming an officer obsessed him. But it was not meant to be. His family was too poor to purchase a commission, and he continued to work odd jobs. But even these were becoming scarce. The local economy had been bad ever since Alexander Fordyce, a partner in the London banking house of Neale, James, Fordyce and Down, had absconded to France in June of 1772. The firm did much of its business in Scotland, and its subsequent collapse had an immediate and devastating impact on the Scottish economy. The firm’s crash was followed by the failure of several other banks, including the Ayr Bank, which had been founded in 1769 to help finance the Scottish linen industry. This was by far the biggest financial crisis to hit eighteenth-century Scotland, and it occurred just as harvest failures were causing food prices to soar.94 At the same time, the growing tensions with America were taking their toll on the Scottish textile industry, cutting it off from one of its most important markets. The result was a severe depression, lasting from 1772 to 1774. The “distress of the common people here is deeper and more general than you can imagine,” a Glaswegian reported in 1774. “There is an almost total stagnation in our manufactures, and grain is dear; many hundreds of labourers and mechanics, especially weavers in this neighbourhood, have lately indented and gone to America.…”95 Still others, hungry and unemployed, streamed south into England. Among their numbers was James Aitken. He was twenty years old, and he was never to see Edinburgh or his family again.

In 1772, then, Aitken’s wanderings began. The fact that he left his home and family was unremarkable. Every year, tens of thousands of young men and women did just that, never to return.96 In one eighteenth-century village not far from London, three-quarters of all boys and two-thirds of all girls ended up leaving, although few, if any, wandered as far as Aitken.97 That distinction, to the extent that it was shared, goes to his fellow Scots, whose famous poverty forced them to wander ever farther afield. Those who remained in Scotland tended to travel shorter distances than their English counterparts, but those who left went everywhere—to Ireland, Poland, and Scandinavia in the seventeenth century, and to America, Canada, and the British Caribbean in the eighteenth.98

Again, his leaving was unremarkable. What was unusual was that, once he started his journeys, he could not stop. Everything about the man speaks to an overriding restlessness, and for the next four and a half years, from 1772 to 1777, he was in constant motion, never staying in one place for long.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_014_r1.jpg
bich is made

s made to
e centre,
ch soben lighted

4 ly means of Jome Jmall bales towwards
g3






OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_013_r1.jpg
Tty /// nter





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
THE
INCENDIARY

ot Ve







OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_001_r1.jpg
JAMES ATTKEN:
Alizs, Johm e Painter .





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE
INCENDIARY

The Misadventures of John
The Painter, First Modern Terrorist

Jessica Warner

ff&

MCCLELLAND & STEWART





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_003a_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The

Incendiary

The Misadventures of
JOHN THE PAINTER,
First Modern Terrorist

=

Abricf account of his short life,
From his birth in Edinburgh, awo 1752,
To his death, by hanging, in Portsmouth, anno 1777.
To which was once appended

A meditation on the eternal foolishness of young men.

JESSICA WARNER





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Warn_9781551995755_epub_028_r1.jpg





