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FOR ROBERTA







Sometimes people call me an idealist. Well, that is the way I know I am an American. America, my fellow citizens—I do not say it in disparagement of any other great people—America is the only idealistic nation in the world.

—Woodrow Wilson, September 8, 1919




Am I embarrassed to speak for a less than perfect democracy? Not one bit. Find me a better one. Do I suppose there are societies which are free of sin? No, I don’t. Do I think ours is, on balance, incomparably the most hopeful set of human relations the world has? Yes, I do.

—Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 1975




America isn’t bound together by emotion. It’s bound together by things that transcend emotion, by principles and laws, by ideals of freedom and justice that need constant articulation.

—Editorial, “America Enduring,”
The NewYork Times, September 11, 2002
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Introduction

Ideals cannot exist without idealists. The American Revelation pays tribute to the people who engendered ten essential ideals in our history and illuminates the times in which they were first expressed. In our own twenty-first century, as I write these words, the pulse of the nation often sounds as if it is emanating from two separate heartbeats. We need to turn to galvanizing beliefs that will provide a unifying focus for our thoughts and our lives in an instructive mental conversation with the past. The ten ideals discussed in The American Revelation are the rightful patrimony of all Americans.

The first inspiration for this book came to me when the new issue of The Economist landed on my doorstep one day in early September 2002. A feature called “A Year On” caught my eye. A “special report” on the gargantuan struggles facing America twelve months after the cataclysm of 9/11, the piece endeavored to capture the powerful national theme “of America as a place apart… from George Washington’s warning to the new republic against ‘entangling alliances’ to Ronald Reagan’s summons to his fellow citizens to build an ideal ‘shining city on a hill.’”

President Reagan was indeed fond of that popular image, which he used in his January 11, 1989, farewell address to the nation. But he did not create the concept. The English Puritan leader John Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, invoked the “city on a hill” in the spring of 1630 in a sermon delivered to his fellow passengers on the ship Arbella preparing to set sail from Yarmouth at the dawn of “the Great Migration” to the New World. Imagining the land across the sea, Governor Winthrop, in turn, took inspiration from Christ’s words in the Sermon on the Mount in the fifth book of the Gospel according to St. Matthew: “Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid.”

President Reagan, like Winthrop before him, saw America as above all else a moral exemplar. “I’ve spoken of that shining city all my political life,” he recalled from the Oval Office in a valedictory speech televised just after nine o’clock in the evening. “In my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity.” Reagan’s lofty remarks set my imagination spinning. What provoked John Winthrop’s vision of an ideal community in a new Promised Land? How did he come to develop such a romantic image of our country as a world paradigm, a vantage point for vigilance, likewise willingly exposed, open to be judged—and emulated— from afar?

John Winthrop’s vivid metaphor is the natural beginning for the book you hold in your hands. He was a lawyer, scholar, and religious man, devoted to family and church. His colleagues on the governing Board of the Massachusetts Bay Company selected him as their leader to shepherd them across the ocean and make a new home in the wilderness. Winthrop employed his knowledge of scripture to inspire, not intimidate. He accepted his responsibility to set the tone for a fledgling pioneer community far from England. Winthrop conceived of this uncharted land as a place of promise where worldly fulfillment was possible through good works. His lay sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity,” entered our national discourse precisely 375 years ago.

A century later another Englishman, Thomas Paine of Norfolk, came to America with the single-minded intent to start anew. From his earliest career as an excise collector in Lewes, Paine was an adamant champion of the rights of the workingman. Once on these shores, he sensed the undercurrent of desire for self-determination in the character of the American colonies as emblematic of “the cause of all mankind.” In Philadelphia in January 1776, encouraged by Benjamin Franklin, Paine wrote and published Common Sense, the most influential and politically engaged pamphlet of its time, perhaps of all time. It was a hymn to America as a republic meant to survive for posterity. Paine’s inflammatory rhetoric stands as a landmark in the American tradition of the free press.

The source for the ideal examined in the third chapter—our national motto, E Pluribus Unum, which means, “Out of many, one”—was likewise an immigrant, by way of Geneva and the West Indies. His name was Pierre Eugène Du Simitière, and he lived in Philadelphia during the Revolutionary War. Among his talents were heraldry and graphic design. During the momentous summer of 1776, Du Simitière was asked to serve as consultant to the Great Seal Committee of the Second Continental Congress. He labored closely with Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson to create an enduring coat of arms and a symbolic slogan for the thirteen United States of America. After trying various phrases and sketches, Du Simitière selected three words that have come to express the nation’s mul-tifaceted identity.

I turned next to Boston-raised, Harvard-educated Ralph Waldo Emerson, the most eloquent practitioner of nineteenth-century American individualism. Trained for the clergy, as a young man he abandoned the conventions and restraints of the church, preferring to make a living as an itinerant lecturer, preaching the gospel of the inexhaustible self. To “see into the life of things,” Emerson dared to be different. He believed it was necessary to go against the grain in order to improve the society at large. Emerson’s philosophy advocated truthful introspection as the foundation for integrity in the wider world. In 1841, living with his family in the quiet sanctuary of the Concord woods, he published the essay “Self-Reliance,” a hymn to the singular American spirit.

Four years later two words expressing the inexorable progress of the nation entered the national vocabulary. John Louis O’Sullivan was a thirty-two-year-old lawyer, Jacksonian Democrat, and editor of the New York Morning News and the United States Magazine and Democratic Review. His passionate daily editorials added momentum to the expansionist fervor sweeping America, “to make the wilderness blossom as a rose” in the drive ever westward from sea to shining sea. “The fulfillment of our Manifest Destiny,” he wrote, “[is] to overspread the continent alotted by Providence for the great experiment of liberty.” For John O’Sullivan, manifest destiny heeded a higher purpose.

Chapter 6 is about a neglected supporting player in American history. To Henry George, land was also sacred property, but in a different way, as the basis for a worldwide “single-tax” movement, inspired by the publication of his best-selling work, Progress and Poverty, in 1879. Dropping out of school in Philadelphia at thirteen, George spent most of his adult life working as a typesetter and printer in San Francisco. Even when he founded his own newspaper and launched a career as a self-taught writer, he never lost sight of the sufferings of the “proletarian laborers” who bore the preponderant economic burden of an industrializing nation. In Progress and Poverty, Henry George proposed a leveling revision in the nation’s unfair tax structure as the only way to remedy the grievous gap between “monstrous luxury and debasing want.”

Long before the women’s movement, a singular “modern woman” lived in perpetual motion, seeking to transcend the limitations imposed upon her sex. Jane Addams of rural Cedarville, Illinois, believed that “truest womanhood can yet transform the world.” Committed to the obligation to serve those less fortunate, Addams established Hull-House, the first major social settlement in America. Located in the poorest immigrant ghetto of Chicago, Hull-House combined school, daycare and community center, gymnasium, soup kitchen, and library. Addams was the charismatic presiding spirit. Her 1902 essay, “Political Reform,” appealed to every thoughtful American to do well by doing good: “The sphere of morals,” she wrote, “is the sphere of action.”

Three generations of a Jewish immigrant family living in a brownstone tenement in a shabby neighborhood of Staten Island within view of the statue of Liberty Enlightening the World were the protagonists of The Melting-Pot, a drama by Israel Zangwill. The son of an impoverished London East End old clothes trader, the playwright was enthralled by America as “God’s crucible” for “all the races of Europe … to unite to build the Republic of Man and the Kingdom of God.” The show premiered on October 5, 1908, in Washington, D.C. Pres. Theodore Roosevelt was so aroused by the final curtain that he shouted to the author across the crowded theater, “That’s a great play, Mr. Zangwill!” The Melting-Pot idealized America as the epitome of egalitarian opportunity.

Carter Godwin Woodson, the first child of former slaves to attend Harvard, came north by way of the coal mines of West Virginia. Studying for the Ph.D. he earned in 1912, Woodson was told by his professor, Edward Channing, that “the Negro had no history.” The dismissive remark inspired Woodson to correct that misconception during a life of lecturing, teaching, and exhaustive documentary research. He published dozens of books by himself and other Negro scholars and amassed “an arsenal of facts” on the saga of his race. With his own savings, he founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History. During the Harlem Renaissance in 1926, he created the February celebration of Negro History Week, now Black History Month. Carter Woodson’s stubborn insistence on the legitimacy of black heritage laid down a path for all disenfranchised Americans.

The tenth and final chapter of The American Revelation turns around the global perspective begun when we followed John Winthrop westward on a voyage of hopeful renewal to foreign shores. In 1948 the Marshall Plan extended America’s helping hand for the urgent cause of European recovery in the wake of a devastating war, harsh winters, and sparse harvests. Former general of the army George C. Marshall, Pres. Harry S. Truman’s secretary of state, shepherded through Congress the largest voluntary transfer of economic resources in history—billions of dollars in development loans and outright grants, as well as raw materials, food, fuel, and machinery. On December 10, 1953, in ceremonies at Oslo, Marshall became the first professional military man ever to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, accepting it “on behalf of the American people” and telling the world of his conviction that America was a compassionate country, mindful of its great riches, and cherishing “a creed which comes to us from the deep roots of the past.”

The American Revelation sheds light upon the human nature of our country. When we read the words of these ten patriots, we may well wonder if history has diminished their idealism. However, it is my belief that just because we have lost sight of a principle does not mean it no longer exists. “Patriotism” is not a one-dimensional abstraction, and the definition of national character does not come exclusively from the top down. Its legitimate meaning needs to be developed one citizen at a time—one reader at a time.




[image: ]

JOHN WINTHROP




1
      

City on a Hill


The central problem of Puritanism as it affected John Winthrop and New England has concerned men of principle in every age, not least of all our own.

It was the question of what responsibility a righteous man owes to society.

—Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma:

The Story of John Winthrop (Preface to First Edition, 1958)



Sunday, the Lord’s Day, June 6, 1630, dawned at sea with raw wind, rain, fog, and cold, six leagues west of the southern tip of Cape Sable, Nova Scotia. Toward early afternoon the mist lifted. Capt. Peter Milborne spotted land—for the first time in the two long months since the 350-ton Arbella pulled away from Yarmouth on the Isle of Wight, stemmed the tide with a slight wind, and slipped past the Needles into the English Channel, beyond Plymouth and Cornwall into the choppy Atlantic.

Following a routine begun as a teenager that he would adhere to for two more decades, the Right Worshipful John Winthrop, Esquire, Governor-elect of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, sat at his desk in the small cabin he shared with his two young sons, Stephen and Adam, and in “devilishly difficult,” crabbed penmanship made note of the occasion in his notebook— he did not call it a journal, considering his writing to be “history” or “annals.” This was as good an occasion as any to drop anchor at thirty fathoms and try some cod fishing, the sea being “somewhat calm” and the boxes of dried salt fish provisions depleted by the many travelers cramped below decks. Within two hours and “with a few hooks,” more than sixty “very great” cod were triumphantly pulled from the water, “some a yard and 1/2 long and a yard in compass.”1

Two days later, continuing south and west into warmer climes, Winthrop sighted Mount Desert Island. “We had now fair sunshine weather,” he wrote, “and so pleasant a sweet ether as did much refresh us, and there came a smell off the shore like the smell of a garden.” With the wind behind her, the Arbella passed Camden Hills and Penobscot Bay. A wild pigeon alighted on the deck. As Mount Agamenticus, near York, Maine, loomed into view, Winthrop discerned trees along the shore lowlands. Inspired, he drew a sketch of the coast.2

The mackerel were plentiful off Cape Ann, harbingers of a safe arrival. Firing two celebratory cannon shots at four o’clock Saturday morning, the Arbella passed between Little Misery Island and Baker’s Island, dropping anchor in the harbor of Salem, “peaceful” in Hebrew, called Naumkeag by the Indians.

John Endecott, provisional leader of the advance settlement in Massachusetts Bay, came aboard in greeting. One-fourth of his people had died during the hard winter just past. Endecott, who had left his home in Devon two years previously, eagerly welcomed the promised transfer of authority to his successor, Governor Winthrop. Venison pasty, beer, and fresh strawberries were served. Weary passengers of the Arbella, women and children and some babies born on the voyage, made their way ashore, joined within the coming days by compatriots from sister ships Jewel, Talbot, and Ambrose, last seen veering away near Georges Bank, south of the Bay of Maine.

John Winthrop knew that before autumn he would have to find—in all practicality, construct—another community, beyond Salem, to accommodate his growing congregation. During the summer they moved up Mystic River to build a church at a new village later called Charlestown. By the end of the first year of the Great Migration to America, seventeen ships delivered to these shores more than one thousand English Protestants, called Puritans because they were determined to reform and “purify” the Church of England while remaining part of it—on their own land and subject to the will of their membership. Winthrop’s Trading Company of Massachusetts moved its headquarters to the mouth of the Charles River where Boston was established. By the end of its first decade of life, the Massachusetts colony held fifteen thousand souls within “two days’ march” or “a fair day’s sail” of each other.3

The Puritan pioneer John Winthrop is known as the “most extraordinary, representative man” in the history of the Atlantic world, and the “first citizen of early New England.” His grandfather, Adam, was a “wealthy clothier” providing capital for the purchase of wool from Stour Valley sheep farmers. In 1544 Adam Winthrop (the elder), the duly-elected master of the Clothworkers, acquired the manor house of Groton, set on more than five hundred acres in the rolling, rural Suffolk hills and meadows and “quiet horizons” eighty miles from London at the heart of East Anglia. The only son of lawyer-farmer Adam Winthrop (the younger), and his wife, Anne Browne, John Winthrop was born at Edward-stone in Suffolk on January 22, 1588, seven months before the defeat of the Spanish Armada by the British navy.4

As children, John and his sisters—Anne, the oldest child; Jane and Lucy, younger than John—enjoyed the unfettered pleasures of country life. The lad developed a bookish, spiritual side. He “caught the fever” of an enduring Calvinist faith in God as the determining force for all mankind. Raised in a devout household, John recalled with humble irony that “from about ten years of age I had some notions of God … the remembrance whereof many years after made me think that God did love me, but it made me no whit the better.”5

At fourteen, John was sent up to Trinity, largest of the Cambridge colleges, where he began every day with compulsory 5:00 a.m. prayers. In 1605 he left abruptly to marry a girl four years his elder, Mary Forth of Great Stambridge in Essex. On the birth of their first child, John Jr., in February of the following year, Winthrop the joyous teenaged father started a private “spiritual diary” titled “Experiencia.” Written partly in code and now lost, the original manuscript was disparaged by nineteenth-century scholars as “imperfect… stained and torn in many places, and quite illegible in others… plainly intended for no eye but his own.”6

Winthrop’s diary was an unsparing, cumulative list of his “many sinnes… an account-current” against himself. The goal of the harsh soul-searching was to present the author as a spiritual example to his children and grandchildren. In the gradual religious development of a Puritan, the pilgrimage to understanding was lifelong and intensely private. Winthrop monitored his worldly transgressions closely. They ranged from staying up too late at night to overeating and ignoring exercise, from using tobacco to neglecting his wife by spending too many hours tramping through the fields shooting pheasants. These liabilities would have to be overcome if he was ever to reach what his friend John Cotton of Derby—a Puritan preacher whom Winthrop met in Emmanuel College when they were both Cambridge undergraduates—called the “essentiall wisdome.”7

In 1610, at the age of twenty-two, Winthrop purchased the family property at Groton from his uncle. Following his father’s path into the legal profession, Winthrop conducted court sessions at the manor as justice of the peace for Suffolk, settling disputes between farmers. He continued with law education and reading at Gray’s Inn, one of the four Inns of Court in central London, where he studied the biblical precedents for judges’ rulings. In addition to a focused “habit of command,” Winthrop knew that it was customary for a gentleman magistrate judge to bring a sense of spirituality to bear upon his position. After all, his sage friend John Cotton once cautioned, “Zeale is but a wilde-fire without knowledge.”8

John Winthrop believed that political engagement was a calling equal to ascending to the Christian pulpit. His aspirations as a soldier of the court were to protect the “weale publick,” and as a soldier of the Lord to “advance the gospell.” This faith in the word of law and the revealed holy “Word” found its roots in the English Puritan tradition. Puritans, thus named beginning in the 1560s, were Protestants who believed that the newly established Church of England should be cleansed of all hierarchical strictures, ceremonies, and polluting rituals remaining from the “smoky for-nace of poperie,” the Catholic Church of Rome.9

The earliest Protestants were also known as Precisians. Prefiguring the Fundamentalist movement born in America in the years leading up to World War I, the Precisians believed that they were guardians of the text of the Bible as the wellspring for all truths, and that familiarity with its literal message was the natural right of all free-willed people. The Scriptures were God’s direct way of communicating to mankind. As such, they should no longer be subjected to the intermediating and arcane interpretations of the priesthood; bishops were resented and condemned by outspoken early Puritans for their arbitrary and unwarranted authority.10

The Puritan of John Winthrop’s time lived by a succession of moral ideals. First of all he should read the Bible daily and depend upon it as the only guidebook needed along the path toward salvation. He should listen quietly to the “awful and gracious voice of God.” He and his family should hope for election to membership in a close-knit community gathered with “one Unitie of Spirite that [will] strengthen and comforte one another, daylie growinge and increasinge in true faythe.” Such choices would eventually bring a self-scrutinizing, disciplined man or woman of good character—with hard work and constant attention to the blessed burden of free will—to illumination by the redemptive light of God’s grace. Then he would meet his maker face to face in “the perfect beawtie of Sion.”11

By 1618 John Winthrop had suffered the loss of his first wife, Mary, who had borne him three living sons and a daughter; and his second wife, Tomasine Clopton of Groton, who died in childbirth a year after their marriage. He wedded Margaret Tyndal, daughter of a judge in the nearby town of Great Maplestead. Margaret would be his “sweet spouse” and devoted soul mate, loving her husband with “an unfeigned heart” for thirty years. By 1627 they had four sons. Winthrop was once again settled as the resident squire of Groton Manor, convening the daily morning, evening, and Sabbath “exercises” of prayer with his wife and brood of children, setting tasks for the farm workers, serving on the sewer commission, and hearing petitions from victims of small crimes and disputes in the village.12

In 1627 the family considered setting up an additional household in London when Winthrop was named to a prestigious position as an attorney in the Court of Wards and Liveries and admitted to practice in the Honourable Society of the Inner Temple, between Fleet Street and the river Thames. He worked there for the next two years and kept a special notebook composed of phrases he heard in noteworthy sermons.

On March 10, 1629, Charles I dismissed Parliament. This imperial action removed the people’s ability to petition for legislative recourse for their grievances, and Winthrop was deprived of his attorneyship. Charles’s royalist ally, Bishop of London William Laud, chancellor of Oxford and a watchful anti-Puritan with little patience for unorthodox and nonconformist clergymen, ascended to greater power as archbishop of Canterbury. Laud’s desire to strengthen established High Church rituals, government, and canon enjoyed the encouragement of the king.

“… [M]y Office is gone, and my Chamber [in London] … so as I hope, we shall now enjoy each other againe as we desire,” John gloomily and wistfully confided to Margaret in one of the many letters he sent while professional affairs kept him in town during court sessions and she remained at Groton. “I am veryly persuaded, God will bringe some heavye Affliction upon this lande, & that speedylye.”13

In the early summer of 1629, Winthrop departed the Temple and London for the quiet countryside. During July and August, with heaviness in his heart, but in accordance with the Puritan commitment to scholarly writing and publishing of all manner of papers and pamphlets, Winthrop began to compose and codify his first labored thoughts and “grevances” on a “propounded Course” to leave England. He submitted the drafts for critique and commentary to his fellow corporate investors in the Massachusetts Bay Company when they gathered at Bury St. Edmunds near Winthrop’s Suffolk homestead, and also at Tattershall in Lincolnshire, on the estate of Winthrop’s colleague, the wealthy landowner Isaac Johnson and his wife, the Lady Arbella Fiennes. Winthrop’s goal in encouraging the debates was to emerge with an agreed upon template for a principled “removal” from England. At one time Winthrop called the proposal in progress “Arguments and Generall Considerations for the Plantation of New England” and at another, more personally, “Perticular Considerations in the Case of J.W.” “Why should any of us go?” melded with “Why should I go?” Winthrop wanted the company’s governing partners to understand that the flexible mandate in the charter establishing the “rights and privileges” of their joint-stock commercial trading business made its jurisdiction just as feasible on the soil of the New World as anywhere in England.14

In the proposal Winthrop first staked out where he stood on the ideological spectrum of religious dissent. He was not a radical. Those were the other Puritans—called Separatists then, and now known to us as the Pilgrims of the Mayflower—who first fled to Leyden, Holland, then headed from Delfts-Haven across “a sea of troubles before them in expectation” toward Virginia in 1620. Under William Brewster’s leadership as their ruling elder, the first 150 Pilgrims landed by navigational accident at Cape Cod and settled in Plymouth Plantation, finding “easiness, plainness, and plen-tifulness in living.”

John Winthrop made it clear from the outset of his exhaustively reasoned petition for withdrawal from England that he did not view himself or the members of the company in the same light as Brewster’s followers, nor like the Scottish Presbyterians, treasonous zealots whose “wicked myndes” could not accept the idea of remaining within a national church. Separatists even descended to the claim that the churches of England were not legitimate houses of worship, to which Winthrop mildly countered that “the corruption of a thing doth not nullify the thing.”15

That said, as a sensitive Puritan, John Winthrop was mindful of the buildup of social prejudice against the continuing observance of his type of Protestantism. More and more Puritan preachers were arbitrarily suspended by the Anglican hierarchy, as centralized ecclesiastical courts at Westminster superceded the authority of local congregations that had always served as models for correct Puritan practice.

Winthrop read these disturbing trends as signals that in order for the Protestant Church he cherished to remain strong, it was necessary, if frightening, to “rayse a bullwarke” against the harassments by King Charles and Bishop Laud, and take a dramatic, life-changing risk—“runne the hazard” of seeking refuge and renewal elsewhere in the world. Winthrop waxed enthusiastic, imagining the fresh rewards of engendering new parishes in a faraway church “in the infancye … as by timely assistance may growe stronge and prosper.”

Winthrop wrote with ambivalence and melancholy of his beloved green and pleasant England, “this lande growes wearye of her Inhabitants.” A Stour Valley countryman for his whole life and the descendant of country gentlemen, he was depressed by the depletion of natural resources through overcrowding, overbuilding, and speculation. Such economic conditions were the root causes for “Intemperance” and “excesse of Ryot.” It was sadly no longer worth “striving heere for places of habitation” when “the whole earthe is the Lordes garden and he hath given it to the sons of men to be till’d and improved by them.” Winthrop’s own “Meenes here are shortned,” he wrote, “[and] I shall not be able to continue in this place and imploy-ment… many of our owne people do perish for want of sustenance.”16

Winthrop’s own brother-in-law, Deane Tyndal, had written him to express “lament when I think of your journey.” Was it not, Tyndal asked, a “great wronge to our owne Churche and Countrye to take away the good people?” Once one embraced the universality of the concept of the true church, Winthrop replied, this objection dissipated. The true church needed to be everywhere. A particular good example of the church in one place would by nature bolster all the others.

What about the possibility that Winthrop’s concerns for the future of his native country were exaggerated? Although for many years he had “feared Judgement,” he could not have known, of course, that civil war in England would break out a dozen years later. Was it sensible—or just willful—to depart from his “fruitfull Lande” aware of the overwhelming odds that whole families might “perish by the way” or meet unforeseen dangers when, or if, they reached the fatal shores ahead? To these speculations John Winthrop responded that faithful emigrants will “trust God’s Providence” and accept that the imperative of the Gospel was that it be preached “to all Nations.”17

The eleven other presiding members of the company board were won over, signing a pledge at Cambridge to move themselves and their families the following spring to Massachusetts, where their corporate provenance would be transferred and reestablished. And the majority of the Massachusetts Bay Company shareholders believed that forty-one-year-old John Winthrop possessed the stuff of leadership and was “Godly enough” to take command. On October 20, 1629, his colleagues of the landed gentry elected Winthrop as governor and charged him from that very day with the mission to “superintend the tumultuous work of their departure.”18

He was a hands-on manager during the ensuing half year, authorizing the purchase of the leading ship, Eagle, for 750 pounds and ordering provisions for the voyage, ranging from seeds for planting and domestic farm animals, including turkeys and rabbits; to weaponry and musical instruments; to beer and wine; candles and soap; beef and pork. Winthrop also supervised the recruitment of clergy for the trip and wrote dozens of solicitation letters to relatives and neighbors asking them to join the core group of Massachusetts Bay Company members and their families. Residents of the counties of Essex and Suffolk made up one-third of the first wave of voyagers, swelling to thousands more in the ensuing surges of the Great Migration.19

Winthrop had complex financial agreements to negotiate with cautious company partners who decided, at least in the first year, not to make the journey. He had to attend to the sale of his own house and lands, a drawn-out process that kept Margaret from joining him on the trip. To soften the pain of a two-year-long separation, husband and wife agreed that every Monday and Friday evening between five and six o’clock, during the many weeks John was obligated to remain in London, during his journey to Massachusetts, and after his arrival there, they would take a pause to hold one another in their private thoughts, “meeting before the Lord in a dialogue of the spirit. … It refresheth my heart,” Winthrop wrote in one rapturous letter, “to think that I shall yet againe … see that lovely countenance that I have so much delighted in.”20

Since 1612, having completed clerical training at Cambridge’s Emmanuel College, Winthrop’s friend John Cotton had presided as vicar of St. Botolph’s Church in Boston, Lincolnshire. Cotton did not embark upon the maiden voyage to Massachusetts. Within two years, however, he was summoned to appear before the High Court of Commission in London because of increasingly critical statements against the Anglican Church. Cotton fled to Massachusetts, settled in the Bay Colony, and became a leading Congregational figure and beloved “Teacher” in the First Church of Boston.

In mid-March 1630 Cotton accompanied a contingent of parishioners to Southampton, the port of departure. On Sunday the twenty-first he conducted the morning service in the Holy Rood Church. Winthrop’s ship— its name changed from the Eagle to the Arbella in honor of Isaac Johnson’s wife—was at the dock awaiting favorable winds. A blessing was needed on this day before casting off into the channel to calm the fears of the migrants to North America, many of whom had made their wills and were preparing for a tempest-tossed and terrifying ordeal to test their faith as Christians on a sea of sin. “The safety of mariners’ and passengers’ lives,” said Cotton, “lieth not on ropes and cables, but in the name and the hand of the Lord,” as written reassuringly in Psalm 107: “They that go down to the sea in ships… see the works of the Lord and His wonders in the deep.”21

In the course of his sermon, urging the assembly to “goe forth, every man that goeth, with a publick spirit,” John Cotton reinforced many of the ideals Winthrop proposed in his “Arguments and Considerations.” Originally called “God’s Promise to His Plantations,” Cotton’s sermon was published in London soon after its delivery under the more explicit title, The Divine Right to Occupy the Land. Cotton chose the primary text for the day’s lesson from 2 Samuel 7:10: “Moreover I will appoint a place for my people Israel, and will plant them, that they may dwell in a place of their own, and move no more; neither shall the children of wickedness afflict them anymore, as beforetime.”

Cotton’s selection surely was intended to strike a personal chord with John Winthrop, appointed to depart from his country farm and guide his followers to New England, even as in 2 Samuel the Lord had taken David “from the sheepcote, from following thy sheep, to be ruler … over Israel,” and “commanded judges to be over [His] people.” Magistrate of the court John Winthrop would also proceed to build a new church, “a house for [God’s] name … to be blessed forever” in Massachusetts. The Lord found “a vacant place for the sons of Adam and Noah to come and inhabit,” and now, Cotton said, he was providing for the sons of Albion to do the very same: “He hath placed thee in Rehoboth, in a peaceable place.”22

Toward evening the same Sabbath day, the flagship Arbella raised anchor, left Southampton Water estuary, and crossed the Solent to the Isle of Wight, stopping at Cowes. At the end of March, Winthrop’s ship and her three sister vessels set forth again, managing to proceed westward as far as Yarmouth before being forced by foul weather to drop anchor again. On April 7 Winthrop and six colleagues signed a parting letter. Its respectful tone made a final statement distancing the Puritans from the extreme doctrines of Separatism, imploring the king and his church not to despise the emigrants, but to pray for these nonseparating Puritans as they began their “solemn enterprise. … We cannot depart from our native Country,” the unknown writer, thought to be Rev. George Phillips, one of the signatories, declared, “without much sadness of heart and many tears in our eyes.”23

During the preceding ten days, John Winthrop had been composing a sermon to express publicly his own sentiments about the hazardous and momentous journey ahead. In a practice common to the times, he delivered “A Model of Christian Charity” to crew and passengers in conjunction with the taking of holy communion, before the Arbella left Yarmouth. The original manuscript has not survived. A transcription in scrivener’s handwriting on twenty leaves of Amsterdam watermark paper is preserved in the manuscript collection of The New-York Historical Society.24

The first section of the speech was only four lines, laying out the “Model Hereof” in the title. Winthrop used the word “Model” in the sense of being an example or design for action meant to be imitated. His own life was also a “Model” of striving toward correct behavior. Winthrop held a hierarchical view of the way society was structured that conformed to accepted Puritan doctrine, believing that man in society did not automatically start with rights: “Some must be rich, some poor, some high and eminent in power and dignity, others mean and in subjection.” And all classes of people—nobles and servants, middle-class burghers, wives and children—were represented on the passenger manifest for the Arbella.25

Differences of wealth and power encouraged mutual dependencies among the ranks of a perfect society. This interdependence was a positive, cohesive force (the “Sement”) bonding the layers of humanity together. In Winthrop’s opinion “meere Democracy among most Civil nations” was tantamount to anarchy. He argued that “there was no warrant in scripture for it, and no such Government in Israel.” The unequal “condition of mankind” was ordained by God out of His benevolent love. God’s scheme of variety required the presence of both the good and the wicked, the saved and the damned.

Standing before the multitude assembled on the deck of the Arbella, those who had made the commitment to come with him despite the perils ahead, Winthrop revealed honest self-consciousness of the weight of his responsibility. He understood that authority did not automatically confer superiority. Politics was subservient to religion. The requirement that a magistrate answer to God made him more humble toward the constituency he served. His actions emanated from the sheer will to believe in the ideal “love that flows from regeneration in Christ.” Encouraging others to live by this special kind of love and true liberty united the body politic in the same way that ligaments knitted the bones and sinews of the human body—and in the same way that “Christ and his Church make one body.”26

This extended social concord is what the governor meant by “Christian Charity” and what he desired for Massachusetts. He hoped that the plantation would fulfill this ideal and become a community. It would not be Paradise, but it would be a natural terrain upon which to enact a new life. The anticipation of such a reconstructed commonwealth, he said, inspired him to put pen to paper and “gave [me] the occasion to write … the present discourse.”27

The long remainder of the tract following the brief “Model hereof” was headed “The Reason hereof,” and began as an extended meditation rich with biblical citations on the interpenetration of the Law of Nature and the Law of Grace. In Winthrop’s thinking, the moral law drawn up by man necessarily coexisted with the law as put forth in the Scripture in order to establish “a form of Government both civil and ecclesiastical.” He conducted the arguments of his sermon in lawyerly fashion in the same rhetorical way he had built up his reasons for leaving England by raising questions and then proceeding to answer them. How can a man be expected to promise his all to the collective society and at the same time continue to provide for his own family? How can a man live fully in the demands of the present while also remaining on guard against evil times ahead? The solution to these quandaries resided in what Winthrop called “the exercise of Mercy.”

Ever since the Fall of Adam, who as a consequence, Winthrop said, was “rent”—separated—from his Creator, man had never ceased to define himself by trying to reconstruct that original divine connection, “the Cause between God and us.” The Puritans on the brink of their voyage were part of the same tradition. “Whatsoever we did or ought to have done when we lived in England,” Winthrop said, “the same must we do and more also where we go.” Reciprocal actions and works of mercy among “brethren,” no matter how distant they might become from one another in different towns and villages, would maintain and strengthen the social “Covenant,” as written in Galicians 6.2: “Bear ye one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ.”28

In Congregationalist practice, any seven or more “elect” persons could come together and make a church of their own. Winthrop defined the Covenent in his sermon as more than “an holy Confederacy” that governed the members of a church and more than a relationship that regulated the common daily life among residents of a neighborhood or a town. It was therefore a given, he said, that the community “must delight in each other, mourn together, labor and suffer together.” The further challenge of the Covenant of living together was to include God, by means of all the implicit agreements an individual made with Him in prayer or in practice. In the end man was fallible, and God determined the structure of his moral life in pursuit of perfection.29

Having provided the dramatic buildup for his closing message, Winthrop turned to the Scriptures for the finale. The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, the first and most widely read Gospel of the New Testament, provided the perfect basis for Winthrop’s enumeration of the components of the ideal community. Mercifulness, purity of heart, respect for those who mourn, tranquility—these human qualities were the very same as Christ’s demands upon those who would enter the Kingdom of Heaven.

Matthew 5: 14-16 provided familiar inspiration to Winthrop’s audience: “Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set upon a hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light to all that are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.”

Winthrop played thus upon the theme: “… [M]en shall say of succeeding plantations: the Lord make it like that of New England. For we must consider that we shall be as a City on a Hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.” Here was the “Model” and core rationale for the entire sermon. The people of the Massachusetts Bay Colony were exceptional. They were chosen to enact God’s will on earth in an historic, human example that—if it proved to be successful—would reignite the dulled fires of Reformation from the sanctity of a safe and separate land, “help to rid Europe of the Antichrist… [and become] a spearhead of world Protestantism.”30

What if their communal citadel should fail in this “divine opportunity”? What if the “lamp of saving light,” the beacon of faith the Massachusetts Puritans held proudly upward for the world to see and follow were extinguished? The consequences would be wrathful, harsh, and enduring: “If we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken,” Winthrop warned, “we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world … we shall cause the prayers of God’s worthy servants to be turned into Curses upon us.”31

Winthrop, a skillful orator, did not want to leave his audience on a negative note. He moved smoothly into the Old Testament for the concluding lesson, drawing from Deuteronomy 30-31, Moses’ famous Teshuvah speech, his Code or “Conditions for Restoration and Blessing,” the last exhortation before his followers crossed over the river Jordan into Canaan. “And the Lord thy God will bring thee into the land which thy fathers possessed, and thou shalt possess it; and he will do thee good…. And the Lord thy God will make thee plenteous in every work of thine hand, in the fruit of thy body, and in the fruit of thy cattle, and in the fruit of thy land, for good: for the Lord will again rejoice over thee for good, as he rejoiced over thy fathers.”

The Chosen People of God crossed the river to enter their Promised Land flowing with milk and honey. The latter-day Chosen People of Massachusetts were on the brink of crossing the ocean to find their New Israel between the Merrimack and the Charles. The Puritans, like the Israelites of old, Winthrop said, were “commanded this day to love the Lord our God, and to love one another, to walk in His ways and to keep His Commandments and His Ordinance and His laws, and the Articles of our Covenant with Him.”

There was one significant difference between the exodus of the biblical Moses and John Winthrop of the Arbella. In book 31 of Deuteronomy, Moses’ speech was a valedictory. God did not permit the old patriarch to cross over Jordan. Moses summoned Joshua, the son of Nun, and gave him his blessing with words of strong encouragement, ordering the elders of Israel to bear the Ark of the Covenant alongside their sacred laws. Then God appeared in a pillar of cloud and predicted darkly to Moses that eventually the people of Israel would “act corruptly … and turn to other gods and serve them, and despise Me and break My Covenant.”

Winthrop framed God’s wrathful and dire prognosis for the people of Israel as an hypothesis within the final phrases of his sermon, emphasizing: “If our hearts turn away so that we will not obey … but shall be seduced and worship other gods … we shall surely perish out of the good land whither we pass over this vast Sea to possess it.”

He then invoked for a soaring conclusion book 30 of Deuteronomy, verses 19 and 20, reciting a lyrical, uplifting exhortation to the English travelers before him—and to the unknown Americans after him:


Therefore let us choose life,
that we, and our seed,
may live; by obeying His
voice, and cleaving to Him,
for He is our life, and
our prosperity.



At six o’clock on the morning of Thursday, April 8, 1630, the winds blew east and north “with a merry gale,” the brooding clouds parted, and the Arbella slipped into the English Channel within sight of the chalk white peaks of the Needles. Her voyage at last began.32

John Winthrop spoke in a mood of extreme anticipation on a day filled with religious significance. He used the idiom and the familiar references he knew would be readily grasped by his audience, hungry for encouragement on the verge of moving from a known to an unknown world. From our situation in twenty-first-century America, although those circumstances may appear distant and different, we should remain mindful of John Winthrop’s point of view on the correct values of the ideal citizen. Winthrop teaches us that the degree to which we feel naturally obligated to “give back” for the amelioration of our society is predicated upon the belief that we have been tangibly improved by the privilege of living in the society. We do not have to be biblical constructionist scholars to understand and accept the moral basis of that transaction. Winthrop asked the seven hundred people following him to New England to draw upon the reservoir of their abiding faith in order to carry them forward. He did not shy away from depicting the New World as a place where individual reward would arrive only if the considerable burden of risk were collectively assumed. Winthrop’s sermon teaches us that even a city upon on a hill, imagined with the most inspirational language and settled with the highest intentions, has no inherent guarantee of survival. The perseverance of its inhabitants will determine whether the city will stand or fall, stagnate or prevail. It would become the responsibility of every succeeding generation to rein-vigorate the city on a hill.
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THOMAS PAINE




2
      

Common Sense


It’s time that we realize that our so-called Founding is not the source of our political and constitutional achievement. We owe our success to the common sense of the American people throughout our entire history, and our continued success will depend upon that common sense and not upon the creative moment of the Founding.

—Gordon S. Wood, The New York Review of Books, February 13, 2003



When introduced, he did not ask, “How do you do?” but rather, with a soft-spoken, rural Norfolk inflection, “What news?” If you did not come forth with any, he willingly provided his, doffing his hat, bowing graciously, grasping your hand in his own, slim and well formed. He held your attention with a knowing look: brilliant, deep blue eyes, a raised eyebrow, and a bemused half smile. He stood five feet, nine inches; his face full, clean-shaven, and oblong; brow lofty; complexion ruddy; nose prominently hooked; mouth firm; dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail.

In conversation he invariably took the lead, brushing off impertinent questions. His comic timing was impeccable, like an actor reciting well-practiced lines. His language was frank and direct, refreshing in freedom from pomposity, witty, and chockful of anecdotes—vocabulary simple, never two words when one would do. He began each day with a perusal of all the local newspapers and imported English magazines he could find and was never at a loss for timely gossip on politics, his favorite topic.

He loved to be out in the open air. After a late and hearty breakfast, long, introspective strolls along the bustling, cobblestoned tree-lined thoroughfares of downtown Philadelphia helped invigorate his mind and prepare him for the day’s writing.

He never carried a sword or used a cane, preferring to walk with his hat in one hand, the other clasped behind his back, unless he wanted to drive a point home, in which instance Tom Paine stopped in his tracks, tilted his head to one side in a posture of rapt attendance, and enjoined you to smile or frown along with him.1

Thomas “Pain,” as it was occasionally spelled until he arrived in America, was born on January 29, 1737, to Joseph and Frances Cocke Pain—written “Paine” on their marriage license and “Payne” on their daughter’s birth record—of Bridge Street in the eighth-century village of Thetford (“the People’s Ford”) on the river Ouse in Norfolk, England. Joseph, a stay maker and freeman, managed a small farm and was a practicing Quaker; Frances, the daughter of a respected attorney, was a member of the Anglican Church.2

Tom was raised with two competing faiths. He tagged along with his father to the small, drab Friends Meeting House on Cage Lane and also dutifully recited Anglican daily prayers at Thetford Grammar School. He favored classes in history, mathematics, and science. In poetry Tom possessed some talent, but admitted to feeling “repressed rather than encouraged.” Against his father’s wishes, he secretly tried to teach himself to read Latin.

At the age of twelve, Tom left school to apprentice with his father, assembling ladies’ corsets. At Joseph’s side for seven years, Tom learned the delicate, repetitive task of sliding steel rods and whittled whalebone ribs into the stitched fabric channels of intimate garments. At the age of nineteen, “heated with false heroism” and desperate to get out of the shop and taste adventure, Tom ran off to London with the fantasy of shipping out on the privateer Terrible under the supervision of Capt. William Death. Tom’s father pursued him to the Thames dock and, in the nick of time, “happily prevented” his son from going aboard.

The young man fell back reluctantly upon the field of his training and assisted a stay maker in Covent Garden for less than a year before he found a berth for six months during the Seven Years’ War on the King of Prussia, another privateer out of London in need of a crew. The ship’s mission, patrolling the English Channel under Capt. Edward Menzies, was a success, seizing half a dozen French ships in rapid succession.

At twenty-one, established as a “Master Staymaker” in Sandwich, on the coast southeast of London, Tom met and married Mary Lambert, an orphaned, young woman working as a maidservant for a prominent woolen drapery merchant in town. They moved to Margate in Kent. Within the year Mary died in childbirth. Neither did the baby survive. Disconsolate, Tom moved back to Thetford to live with his parents, deciding to train for a new career in the excise (customs) service as his late wife’s father had done. He passed the exams and was assigned as a supernumerary officer in Grantham, Lincolnshire. His job was to measure the contents of brewers’ casks, assess pub owners and purveyors of coffee and tea, collect duties and taxes, and also—at great risk to life and limb—patrol the marshes on the lookout for smugglers. He moved to Alford, in coastal Lincoln, as a permanent excise officer at a salary of fifty pounds a year.

In late summer 1765, Tom was dismissed from the Alford post, falsely accused by a resentful supervisor of “stamping”—favoring shopkeepers by approving their merchandise consignments without being present to check the contents of the shipments. Although the document has never been found, he is thought to have sent a confession to the Board of Excise asking to be reinstated if a proper vacancy came up. The distasteful experience was sufficient to send Tom back to London. He was somehow able to persuade the headmasters of schools in the Goodman’s Fields and Kensington neighborhoods to hire him in subsistence-level positions teaching reading and writing to working-class children for “twenty pounds a year, with five pounds for finding his own lodgings.” According to one questionable account of the period, he also may have spent some time as an itinerant lay preacher.3

In February 1768, at the age of thirty-one, apologetic Tom Pain was given one more chance to work in the excise service, at Lewes, a town of five thousand citizens nestled in the Sussex Downs ten miles from the health resort of Brighton by the Sea. He took lodging in modest rooms on the second floor above the shop of Samuel Ollive, a tobacconist and snuff merchant. Ollive also performed his civic duty as a local constable, responsible for maintaining order in his parish. His business establishment was situated at the corner of Bull Lane, next door to the Quaker Meeting House and within shouting distance of the home of relatives of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Mr. Ollive passed away the following year. Continuing to work for the excise, Tom helped the widow, Esther, expand and manage her husband’s store. In the spring of 1771, at St. Michael’s Church, Tom married twenty-two-year-old Elizabeth, youngest of the Ollive’s four children.

Tom’s political stance was characterized by a friend at the time as “strong Whig,” meaning that he was an advocate for popular rights with a tolerance for dissenters, “notorious for that quality which has been defined [as] perseverance in a good cause, and obstinacy in a bad one.” As was his habit, he became involved in the social fabric of Lewes. Samuel Ollive had managed to insinuate Tom into the “Society of Twelve,” a governing cadre of town movers and shakers who convened twice a year to vote on issues deemed important to the common weal. He also frequented a group that liked to call itself “the Headstrong Club.” This “respectable, sensible and convivial set of acquaintances” got together once a week at the White Hart Tavern, across the High Street and downhill from the tobacco shop. Over mugs of ale around a communal oak table in the spacious, high-windowed, ground-floor assembly room, Tom Pain engaged in “warm and high disputes” and regaled his comrades—according to one who was often present—with “witty sallies… and tenacious opinions… maintained with ardour, elegance and argument.”

The club circulated a well-worn volume of the works of Homer as an impromptu trophy for “the most obstinate haranguer” of the group the morning after a particularly intense debate. Praised as “General of the Headstrong War,” Tom Pain was the most frequent recipient of the book. “Thy soul of fire must sure ascend the sky,” fellow members inscribed it, “thy fame can never die.” Although all records of the Headstrong Club, notes from meetings as well as occasional papers written by the members, have been lost, it is difficult to imagine that these politically obsessed gentlemen did not devote time to discussing the crises developing throughout the British Empire and especially in northern America. A number of dramatic incidents had occurred across the Atlantic, including the widespread nonimportation boycotts of British goods in New England, the Boston Massacre in March 1770, the burning of the British schooner Gaspee in Narragansett Bay off Rhode Island in the summer of 1772, followed that fall by publication in Boston of The Votes and Proceedings, a systematic account of British violations of American rights.4

In the summer of 1772, Tom Pain began a twenty-one-page tract regarding a cause close to his heart and his pocketbook that was to become his first published pamphlet, The Case of the Officers of Excise, With Remarks on the Qualifications of Officers, and on the Numerous Evils Arising to the Revenue, from the Insufficiency of the Present Salary: Humbly Addressed to the Members of both Houses of Parliament.

The immediate reason for writing the Case was economic. The gross annual pay for excise officers of Pain’s rank was fifty pounds. The net was closer to thirty-two because at least eighteen pounds a year had to be spent on “the excessive dearness of horse-rent.” The take-home pay for a countryside excise officer dependent upon his horse was a paltry one shilling and nine-pence farthing per day. Excisemen in London made out much better because they, unlike their country brethen, performed their duties on foot. “There is,” Pain wrote, quoting Abraham of the Scriptures, “a great gulf fixed,” in the far more burdensome transportation situation among the rural excisemen for whom he spoke. The stress and strain of maintaining professional resistance to bribery offered at every turn, constant travel over long distances, and “frequent removal” for stretches of time—these “numberless evils” and pressures took their toll on family life.

Seduced by the appeal of greater issues, Pain pushed the argument onto higher ground, implying that the excise officer was trapped by planned obsolescence. “Perhaps it may be said,” he challenged, “why do the excise officers complain; they are not pressed into the service, and may relinquish it when they please; if they can mend themselves, why don’t they? Alas! What mockery of pity would it be to give such an answer to an honest, faithful old officer in the excise, who had spent the prime of his life in the service, and was become unfit for anything else. … Every year’s experience gained in the excise is a year’s experience lost in trade; and by the time they become wise officers they become foolish workmen.”

These social inequities laid the groundwork for Pain to sound a poignant warning signal. “Poverty, like grief, has an incurable deafness, which never hears. … There is a powerful rhetoric in necessity,” he went on. “No argument can satisfy the feelings of hunger, or abate the edge of appetite…. The excitements to pleasure, grandeur, or riches, are mere ‘shadows of a shade’ compared to the irresistible necessities of nature.” He could not resist turning provocative and contentious, even at the risk of alienating the landowning legislators he was attempting to win over. “The rich, in ease and affluence, may think I have drawn an unnatural portrait; but could they descend to the cold regions of want, the circle of polar poverty, they would find their opinions changing with the climate…. Eloquence may strike the ear,” he observed with poetic cadence, “but the language of poverty strikes the heart; the first may charm like music, but the second alarms like a knell.”5

Four thousand copies of the pamphlet were printed in Lewes, subsidized by five hundred pounds raised through small donations from excisemen throughout England. In the winter of 1772-73, Pain traveled to London where, assisted by a few bold colleagues, he presumptuously sought out meetings with individual MPs in the House of Commons. He sought fruitlessly to identify just one “representative of the people” willing to deliberate upon the merits of the appeal and send it up to King George’s Cabinet Council for action. Pain’s lobbying was for naught. Neglected by Parliament, the petition languished and died. On April 8, 1774, Tom Pain was summarily again dismissed from excise service. Pain’s London sojourn did not endear him to the tax-levying bureaucracy. The condemning citation referred to his having “quit his Sussex Collection Business without leave” for six months. One week after he lost the excise job, Pain shut down Ol-live’s old tobacco and grocery shop in order to pay his debts and auctioned off the inventory as well as his household possessions (“Rings, Plate, Cloathes, Linen, Goods… and two unopened Crates of Cream-Colour Stone Ware”).

In early June he signed a formal deed of separation from his wife. “It is nobody’s business but my own,” Pain told his first biographer, Thomas “Clio” Rickman, in sharp response to the question of why the marriage failed, “I had cause for it, but I will name it to no one.” Elizabeth moved “as if she were a Feme Sole,” to live in Cranbrook, Kent, with her brother, Thomas, a watchmaker.

There was nothing to keep Pain in Lewes any longer. At the beginning of September, with no job, no property, and no family, he went to London and found temporary lodging “in Ailiffe-Street, an obscure part of the City … without fortune or friends.”6

            

In London Pain immediately sought out one of his allies, George Lewis Scott, a member of the Board of Excise who remained sympathetic to him. Scott, an educated man and in Pain’s estimation “one of the most amiable characters I know of,” had been a tutor and, like Pain, possessed an interest in mathematics and the sciences. Eager to help a friend in dire need, Scott seized the opportunity to “put twin planets in conjunction.” He obtained Pain an appointment with Benjamin Franklin.7

At the time of the meeting in his rooms on Craven Street, off the Strand near Charing Cross, the sixty-eight-year-old Franklin was attempting to put off the conclusion of his decade-long tenure in London as agent general for Pennsylvania. Franklin “hated conflict” and hoped that by continuing to be “industriously engaged in [his] little measures” advocating for moderation on both sides, he could help improve the deteriorating situation between England and her American colonies. He confessed to being in “a perpetual anxiety [about] a people whose minds are in such a state of irritation [as] may produce a tumult… [and] such a carnage may ensue as to make a breach that can never afterwards be healed.”8

The week Pain arrived in town, Franklin’s essay, “Causes of the American Discontents Before 1768,” was republished serially in The London Chronicle. The past half year had seen an acceleration of such causes— starting during the preceding spring with Parliamentary passage under King George III of the Coercive Acts, called the Intolerable Acts by the colonists. The acts dictated that the port of Boston be closed to general commerce until the East India Company was reimbursed for the fifteen thousand pounds’ worth of merchandise destroyed in the infamous December 16 “Tea Party.” Disenfranchising the legislature of Massachusetts, the acts provided new legal rights and privileges for royal officials in that recalcitrant colony, making them free of prosecution there.9

The First Continental Congress gathered for eight weeks in Philadelphia starting in early September 1774. Fifty-five delegates came from twelve of the thirteen colonies. A resolution vowing to maintain resistance to the imperialistic behavior of Parliament and the repression of the Intolerable Acts was one of the first matters placed on the table through the outspoken efforts of Samuel and John Adams, Patrick Henry, and Richard Henry Lee. “I suppose,” an apprehensive Franklin wrote to his friend Thomas Cushing in Boston, where there was one British soldier for every five residents, “we have never had since we were a people so few friends in Britain … a breach with America, hazarded by the late harsh measures, may be ruinous to the general welfare of the British Empire.”10

Troubles abroad did not deter Pain from confiding in Franklin his wish to emigrate. On September 30, 1774, the older man gave Pain two letters of personal recommendation, one addressed to Franklin’s daughter Sarah, who lived in Philadelphia with her Lancashire-born merchant husband, Richard Bache, and the other to Franklin’s son, William, the Oxford-educated Royal Governor of New Jersey. “The bearer, Mr. Thomas Paine,” Franklin wrote—adding the loop of a final “e,” and in that stroke of spelling perhaps providing the stimulus for Thomas to adapt the change he kept henceforth—“is very well recommended to me as an ingenious worthy young man,” Franklin wrote. “He goes to Pennsylvania with a view of settling there. I request you to give him your best advice and countenance as he is quite a stranger there. If you can put him in a way of obtaining employment as a clerk, or assistant tutor in a school, or assistant surveyor, all of which I think him very capable, so that he may procure a subsistence at least, till he can make acquaintance and obtain a knowledge of the country, you will do well, and much oblige your affectionate father.”

Within the next few days, Paine found a berth as one of five cabin passengers on the London Packet bound for America.11

It was my fate to come to America a few months before the breaking out of hostilities,” Paine wrote fourteen years later, recalling his first impressions. “I came [to Philadelphia] some months before Dr. Franklin, and waited here for his arrival.” After a hard voyage, Paine disembarked from Jeremiah Warder’s ship on November 30. Franklin’s wife, Deborah, died in Philadelphia on December 19, 1774. The following March Franklin sailed for home, his final moderate proposal for reconciliation with the colonies rejected by the ministers in the House of Lords. He had already received a grateful letter from Paine, informing him that “your countenancing me has obtained for me many friends and much reputation.”12

“I found the disposition of the people such, that they might have been led by a thread and governed by a reed,” Paine remembered of his early days in America, capturing with a hint of criticism the reigning ambivalent atmosphere as well as “an excess of tenderness. … Their suspicion was quick and penetrating, but their attachment to Britain was obstinate; and it was, at that time, a kind of treason to speak against it.” Playing upon this metaphor, Paine was paying homage to his sponsor and friend Franklin. During his first sojourn in England in 1766, Franklin had pleaded with members of Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act because there was no imperative for further taxation. Content with British control, he said then, the Americans “were led by a thread.”13

Self-determination rather than fate impelled Tom Paine to the premier commercial center and political capital of British America. Philadelphia was also the acknowledged nexus of literary America. By 1775 there were thirty-eight newspapers in the colonies, the majority published in Philadelphia along with pamphlets, single-sheet broadsides, chapbooks, and magazines. Philadelphia boasted more than thirty bookshops and “twice the number of taverns and coffeehouses.” Across the street from the London Coffee House, the most crowded and popular of them all, Paine sought the center of all this ferment. The “lone wayfaring man” in the City of Brotherly Love rented a room in a three-story house at the southeast corner of Market and Front streets, near the library and next door to the bookstore and print shop of Scotsman Robert Aitken, born in Dalkeith in 1734.14

Paine was a regular visitor to Aitken’s shop, standing many hours in the aisles between overflowing shelves, pulling, reading, and replacing book after book. Aitken’s longtime dream was to start his own publication of “original American productions,” and he engaged Paine to write a column for the inaugural issue of January 24, 1775. The Pennsylvania Magazine, or, American Monthly Museum was a handy size, about three by six inches. The striking logo on the title page depicted “the sun rising behind an olive-twined shield upon which were emblazoned a globe, a book, a flower, a lyre and an anchor, all tied together with the motto in the pastoral spirit of Rousseau endorsing the blessed state of nature, Juvat in sylvis habitare (Happy it is to live in the woods).”15

Paine’s essay, “The Magazine in America,” sounded like a nationalistic manifesto, couched in language far more engaged and worldly than the journal’s bucolic slogan. “America has now outgrown the state of infancy,” he announced at the outset. Perhaps thinking of writings soon to be addressed to the people of his newly adopted country, Paine continued, “There is nothing which obtains so general an influence over the manners and moral of a people as the Press; from that, as from a fountain, the streams of vice or virtue are poured forth over a country. …Weare not exceeded in abilities, have a more extensive field for enquiry, and, whatever may be our political state, Our happiness will always depend upon ourselves.” Paine had been residing in Philadelphia for less than two months and already felt comfortable and hopeful enough to consider himself at home in America during “the present enlarged and improved state of things [when] change of times adds propriety to new measures.”16

The piece was well received, and Aitken appointed Paine editor of The Pennsylvania Magazine at the same salary he had drawn as an exciseman— fifty pounds a year. Paine held the post for the next eighteen months, during which he dramatically increased the circulation of the magazine from six hundred to over fifteen hundred and wrote “at least seventeen and perhaps as many as twenty-six” articles on current issues. These included a piece sharply criticizing the widespread British and American practice of slavery, under the byline “Humanus,” and “An Occasional Letter to the Female Sex,” appealing for broader rights for women in the colonies, where they were “robbed of freedom and will by the laws.” The precise number of Paine’s appearances in print is impossible to determine because he employed a variety of pseudonyms or left articles unsigned.17

Paine set forth to reinvent himself through the medium of print. When his new essays began to proliferate in The Pennsylvania Magazine, Paine compared them to “the early snowdrop, coming forth in a barren season, contenting itself with modestly foretelling that choicer flowers are preparing to appear.” Insisting that “the cause of America made me an author,” he was secretive about the personal details of his “first life” in England, because it was so unhappy and filled with misfortune. Willfully misrepresenting his past, Paine wrote that he had “never troubled others with my notions until very lately … [and] never published a syllable in England in my life.” The message of a text should be foremost, he believed, not publicity for the author. “Measures” were “the thing in question,” not men.18

On April 18 and 19, 1775, with tensions in the colonies continuing to rise, Gen. Thomas Gage, the British commander in Boston, dispatched Maj. John Pitcairn to take hold of rebel headquarters and military storehouses in nearby Concord. Crossing the Charles River and advancing through the Lexington village green toward Concord North Bridge, Pitcairn’s light infantry and grenadiers were surrounded by the local militia and opened fire. Eight Americans were killed. Routed on the roads back to Boston, the British troops suffered heavy losses. The following month, in defiance of British constitutional authority, the Second Continental Congress assembled in Philadelphia and appointed “the modest and virtuous, amiable, generous and brave” Col. George Washington of the Virginia militia to be commander of the newly established Continental army.19

Tom Paine took to his bully pulpit in the magazine. His rhetoric escalated to match the temper of the times. From this moment onward, his attacks on England became more acerbic. No longer was America merely growing up out of childhood to make steady, benign progress in the world. The country was in the midst of a veritable “tempest,” from which, Paine prophesied, “She will rise with new glories from the conflict, and her fame will be established in every corner of the globe.” At the Battle of Bunker Hill in Charlestown, Massachusetts, on June 17, 1775, the British sustained more than a thousand casualties. Paine wrote an article immediately thereafter on the nature of war, which concluded that “arms preserve order in the world as well as property.” On August 23 King George III rejected the conciliatory Olive Branch Petition and declared the colonies to be in open rebellion. Tom Paine replied through one of his last contributions to The Pennsylvania Magazine, a song called “The Liberty Tree,” that “Kings, Commons and Lords” were the “tyrannical powers” conspiring to “cut down this guardian of ours. … From the east to the west,” he wrote, “blow the trumpet to arms, / Thro’ the land let the sound of it flee.”20

The idea of writing Common Sense did not hit Tom Paine in a flash of inspiration. There was a gestation period—as transpires before most historical moments. Paine said that the seed of necessity was planted in his mind with the pity for the sufferers he felt keenly in the days following “the April massacre at Lexington.” Benjamin Franklin landed at Philadelphia from London in early May 1775 to attend the Second Continental Congress and reconnect with Paine. His old mentor suggested that Paine draw up an informal history of the circumstances building toward the current conflict. Some “contemporaries” said that Franklin provided “a large share of the materials” for the document. Paine insisted that by autumn he had already “formed the outline” for three essays in the pamphlet. Paine told Henry Laurens, president of the Second Continental Congress, that when the Olive Branch Petition was turned down, “I determined with myself to write the pamphlet.” Another friend, the physician, philosopher, and patriot, Benjamin Rush, claimed it was at his suggestion that Paine embarked upon the project, telling Paine that “he had nothing to fear from the popular odium to which such a publication might expose him.”21

Although Rush also took unsubstantiated credit for the title of the pamphlet, Paine may well have been familiar with the tradition of “common sense” philosophy. This popular eighteenth-century school—also known as “Scottish Enlightenment philosophy” because of its articulation in the writings of Thomas Reid and Dugald Stewart—endorsed the dependability and importance of “ordinary language and everyday thought.” As opposed to dilatory intellectualizing and skepticism, these thinkers favored man’s innate and dominant capacity to feel “virtuous and natural judgement… those essential tenets that we cannot help but believe.” The common sense philosophers said that man was born with a practical “strength of motive,” a powerful, emotional predisposition to action. This species of common sense, emanating from the realm of sensation, was the highest and most benevolent characteristic of human nature. The ideal is reinforced in Paine’s essay by the pervasive tone of inevitability and endorsement of free will. Let us remember that bookseller Robert Aitken as well as the first printer of Common Sense, the proud “Republican” Robert Bell, were both Scotsmen.22

Paine said that he read excerpts of the work in progress to Franklin and Rush as well as to Samuel Adams and David Rittenhouse along the way. Ultimately “the changes made were few.” Paine characteristically took pride in the originality of his ideas, saying that he “succeeded without any help from anybody.”23

In the fall of 1775, Paine resigned from the editorship of The Pennsylvania Magazine in order to devote himself full time to the intense, quick composition of his most important and influential work. On October 18 he published a brief editorial in The Pennsylvania Journal titled, “A Serious Thought,” concluding with a preview of what was soon to come: “I hesitate not for a moment to believe,” he wrote, “that the Almighty will finally separate America from Britain. Call it Independancy or what you will, if it is the cause of God and humanity it will go on.”24

         

An announcement ran in The Pennsylvania Journal of January 10, 1776. “This day was published, and is now selling by Robert Bell, next door to St. Paul’s Church in Third-Street, Philadelphia, price two shillings, ‘Common Sense,’ addressed to the inhabitants of North America.” Actually, the title page read “INHABITANTS of AMERICA.” Paine timed the piece to appear on the same day that “the royal brute” King George’s “bloody minded” speech of “finished villainy … [and] Monarchical tyranny” for the opening of Parliament was published in America.25

“In a great affair, where the good of man is at stake, I love to work for nothing,” Paine wrote. True to form he gave the job to the “courageous Typographer” Robert Bell with the guarantee that the printer would receive half the profits, the other half to be allocated for the purchase of mittens for the American invasion force headed into Quebec. Any loss arising from the production would be paid for by Paine out of his own pocket. Within weeks of publication, Paine accused Bell of cheating the soldiers in Canada out of the proceeds. For a second printing, Paine excised the byline “written by an Englishman,” wrote an expanded but still anonymous version of the essay, and offered it for sale for one British shilling—a bargain in bulk, ten pence for a dozen—at the London Coffee House.26

The beauty of Common Sense resides in its transparently fresh, emotional tone and directness. At times it reads like a Shakespearean soliloquy, at others it feels reminiscent of a confessional poetic monologue by Robert Browning. From the opening dogmatic phrases, Paine, ever the “philosophic lover of humanity,” addresses his reader face-to-face, fixing his impassioned, compelling gaze upon us to the very end. The relentless momentum of the eighty pages (seventy-nine of text, one advertisement for Bell’s other publications) is sustained so impeccably that by the time the inspirational, crescendolike conclusion is reached, the claim to the “FREE AND INDEPENDANT [sic] STATES OF AMERICA” seems inevitable.27

Paine accomplishes this forward energy in three major ways. He expands and contracts, from the broadest historical and philosophical perspective down to the particular crisis at hand, and then outward again—from “the cause of America” to “the cause of all mankind,” from the “local” to the “universal”—so the paragraphs seem to breathe in and out as we read. The consummate propagandist, he sets up a sustaining rhythm of opposites from the outset but never strays from the argument. And he is a master of repetition, weaving reiterating, hypnotic word patterns to make the themes resonate like music.28

Absolute government, Paine writes, represented by the self-perpetuating, “debasing” monarchy of England, is an aberration defying the ideal liberal society. America, in thrall to outworn loyalties, has lost sight of her mission in the world. She has ceded authority to the “evil”—and complex—institution of monarchy. She has forgotten her simpler obligation to guide herself via the “moral virtue” of a Republican system. Americans have long since forgotten their egalitarian origins in the order of creation. God made the world, Paine says, and then the kings came along and robbed Him of it. The bracing antidote of common sense tells us now the time is “ripe” to reclaim our origins, by means of what Paine calls the compact of “continental union,” the required alternative to “reconciliation” with the mother country. “Can ye give to prostitution its former innocence? Neither can ye reconcile Britain and America.” The debate over the future is at an end. Our destiny lies in our mutual agreement to be “Americans” not “subjects of Great Britain.”29

This is not abstract theorizing. Paine claimed with pride never to have read the works of John Locke, but the assertion that rebellion is permissible when the people decide their government has abused its given role by acting “contrary to their trust” sounds like Locke’s classic The Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690) seasoned with a healthy dash of radicalism. Americans in 1776, Paine says, are blessed with the opportunity to create a new and favored world where “the Almighty … has opened an asylum and a sanctuary for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part of Europe.” Living in America brings with it the responsibility to look with dispassionate vision upon the ulterior motives of England. Once the common people cast a cold eye toward the all-encompassing empire that would continue to hold them in its sway for antiquated, exploitative, self-interested, and commercial reasons deriving no benefit to the colonies, disconnection leaps to mind, and “ ’TIS TIME TO PART.” Paine builds further upon this theme by making reference to King George as a “sullen-tempered Pharaoh,” reminding the reader that the Hebrews found self-reliant legitimacy only after their separation from Egypt.30

Common Sense calls upon the resolution of the American people to abandon their passivity once and for all, to take responsibility for their own affairs, and to advocate rupture from England “on a secure, firm and honorable basis.” Despite acknowledging an ongoing succession of “quarrels” and conflicts, some of them bloody, Paine’s Quaker roots come into play. He stops short of a clarion call for the extreme response of violent revolution and issues a summons to seek universal peace. Once the polarizing “names of Whig and Tory” have been dissolved—liberal-minded citizens who believe in independence, pitted against conservatives who would remain loyal to the Crown—and the colonies confederate in friendship with one another to turn their backs on England’s false system of government, the result will be an economically healthy, lasting, emancipated republic for posterity. “It was to bring forward and establish the representative system of government,” Paine wrote in later years, “that was the leading principle with me in writing [Common Sense].”31

Paine’s wry observation that the pamphlet’s appearance “gave a turn to the politics of America” was quite an understatement. With pride and gratitude, he sent Dr. Franklin the first copy of Common Sense off the press. Franklin pronounced it to be “prodigious.” Read aloud and passed from hand to hand among the delegates to the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia, the pamphlet was a crystallizing force at a crucial moment in the new year of 1776 when they were still reluctant and divided over the right course to take. George Washington supported Paine consistently throughout his life, despite their later disputes, and correctly predicted to Joseph Reed, a Pennsylvania delegate to the Congress, that the author’s words would “work a powerful change in the minds of men” and awaken the public imagination. Washington further approved of Paine’s “sound doctrine and unanswerable reasoning.” The general’s aide-de-camp, Edmund Randolph, made perceptive note of Paine’s simple writing style and the egalitarian “ease with which [it] insinuated itself into the hearts of the people who were unlearned or learned. … The public sentiment… overleaped every barrier.” Benjamin Rush applauded the “celebrated author” for the “effect which has rarely been produced by types and papers in any age or country.” Joseph Hawley, distinguished judge of the General Court of Massachusetts, spoke for many colonists when he avowed that “every sentiment sunk into my well-prepared heart.”32

“Perhaps there never was a pamphlet, since the use of letters were known, about which so little pains were taken, and of which so great a number went off in so short a time,” wrote the author, preferring to downplay the extent of his promotional involvement. To publicize the second, substantially enlarged edition of Common Sense printed in Philadelphia by William and Thomas Bradford, Paine set off by coach to New York in February for a round of dinners and salons, where he met General Washington’s second in command, Maj. Gen. Charles Lee, who saw “the genius in his eyes.” The metropolitan Whig press was likewise intoxicated by his wit and “sparks of original genius.” It seemed that the influence of Paine’s propaganda might be taking hold. During the spring, delegates from Massachusetts, North Carolina, and Virginia fell into line as the balance in the Second Continental Congress began slowly to tip from late December’s tally of one-third against independence to two-thirds toward it. Despite sliding again into debt with waning care about collecting royalties, Paine freely ceded the right of publication to printers throughout the thirteen colonies. Translations soon appeared in Europe. By the end of the year 1776, Common Sense had gone through twenty-five editions and more than 120,000 copies were estimated to be in circulation in America.33

Paine’s feisty affection for controversy fueled debate. Vehement and malicious voices instantly attacking the iconoclastic tract only served to extend the immense, rapid reach of Common Sense. The first public antagonism came in the form of a series of acerbic letters in the Pennsylvania Gazette under the pseudonym “Cato,” criticizing Paine’s inflammatory style, the heat of his writing, its lack of restraint, shameless “anger and fury,” and deficiency of “calm command over passions and feelings.” The substance and the manner of Paine’s argument were deemed unseemly.

These letters were composed by Dr. William Smith, an Anglican clergyman, provost of the College of Philadelphia, and an outspoken Tory. The Reverend Smith’s choice of a pen name was appropriate: Marcus Portius Cato (234-149 BC) was a wealthy Roman statesman, orator, and defender of conservative Roman ideas. He was known as “Cato the Censor” because of his conscientious monitoring of public officials, his outspoken campaigns to remove members of the Senate whom he deemed too liberal or open to foreign ideas, and especially his crusade to expunge Greek influence from traditional Roman society.

Smith guessed correctly at the identity of the “Englishman” who wrote Common Sense, scorning Paine as “[a] stranger intermeddling in our affairs.” Smith’s letters began to appear while Paine was in New York. In response to an urgent appeal by Franklin and Rittenhouse, he returned to Philadelphia in March 1776 in order to engage in a proper journalistic battle—just as armed American privateers were launched to seek and destroy enemy ships, British troops were ordered to evacuate Boston, and the Second Continental Congress opened American ports to trade with all foreign nations except England. After all, Paine wrote in early April, “To be nobly wrong is more manly than to be meanly right.” Although his name had been exposed, Paine issued the replies to “Cato” under his own evocative pseudonym, “the Forester,” perhaps a nostalgic reference to the masthead motto of The Pennsylvania Magazine where he had served his first American editorship. Or it might have been an acknowledgment of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s conviction that even if we cannot literally return to the woods from whence we came, we can at least restore moral contact with ourselves.34

Paine’s four “Forester’s Letters” defending Common Sense appeared in the Pennsylvania Journal and the Pennsylvania Packet during April and May 1776, while the Continental Congress issued stern resolutions telling the colonies that the time had come for them to create new governments “under the authority of the people.” The letters served as postscript and amplification to Common Sense. Paine deliberately reached for the broader audience beyond his immediate adversary. He addressed sections of the letters “To the People,” indulging his penchant for reprising important themes and variations as a way to “detect and expose the falsehoods and fallacious reasonings” of his ideological opponents. Paine said that Cato’s plea for “reconciliation of differences” with England, as if the mother country and her colonies had engaged in nothing more serious than a “lover’s quarrel,” was “a meer [sic] bug-bear,” coming far too late in the game—“Tis gone! Tis past!” Cato’s insistence upon addressing only the people of Pennsylvania betrayed his ignorance of the power of the consolidated colonies. His criticism of the “restraint” of the liberty of the press was unfounded, the argument possessing “as much order in it as the motion of a squirrel… jump[ing] about because he cannot stand still.” And, Paine pointed out with special bitterness, Cato, the chronic revisionist, misconstrued the reasons why Europe was looking with more attention than ever to the colonies—not as ungrateful transgressors but rather as potential economic and political allies.35

The esteemed lawyer John Adams also joined the chorus as one of the most opinionated early critics of Common Sense. Riding through New York at the end of January on his way to Philadelphia and Congress, Adams picked up two copies of the pamphlet. He kept one and sent the other home to his wife, Abigail, in Braintree, Massachusetts, commenting to her—and to friends William Tudor and James Warren—that the author “has a better hand at pulling down than at building…. I believe every [argument for independence] that is in it has been hackneyed. … He is a keen writer, but very ignorant of the science of government.”36

Adams shared Paine’s inclination toward independence but feared his antipathy toward the British constitutional model and the precipitous effect such radicalism or, worse, anarchy might have upon the people at large at such a volatile moment. To the conservative Adams, Paine’s zealous vision for America was too “democratical,” and he wrote his own epistolary pamphlet in response, called “Thoughts on Government.” Contrary to Paine’s insistence that monarchy was downright unlawful, Adams argued that men require the security of structure in their institutions. Adams referred to Paine in later years variously as a “star of disaster” and a “disastrous meteor” with respect to this fundamental point of disagreement. To Adams balanced government was symptomatic of society’s essential need for “a frame, a scheme, a system … an empire of laws and not of men.”37

To Thomas Paine, the less government the better. The colonies, he said, should follow their faith toward self-definition. On July 2, 1776, they did so, when Richard Henry Lee put forth a motion at the Continental Congress, that “these United Colonies are, and, of right ought to be, Free and Independent States.” The thirteen-hundred-word Declaration of Independence was adopted two days later.

On July 9 Thomas Paine volunteered his services as secretary for the As-sociators, one thousand men under the command of Gen. Daniel Roberdeau of the Pennsylvania militia. He took up his musket and left Philadelphia for Perth Amboy, New Jersey, where the British were massing in Raritan Bay to launch the invasion of New York.38

         

Like John Winthrop before him, Thomas Paine saw America as the ideal testing ground upon which to realize all that was inherently right about the human condition. However Paine differed from Winthrop in a major way: he was emphatically not a religious person. Man’s sovereignty was conferred upon him by God, but beyond that legitimate blessing, society and government parted ways. The laws defining the political institutions created by man were his to modify or, if need be, reject through the gift of free will. Of all the political institutions on the face of the earth, Paine said, monarchy was the most dispensable. Now was the time and America was the place to get rid of that antiquated practice. What the colonies needed instead was unity through separation from the “parent” England or, better still, a model for national unity that would be accomplished through the force of separation. The doctrine of common sense required that decisive action be taken, not only because “resolution” was the defining characteristic of human nature, but also because America’s latent identity would rise to the surface as a result.

It is important to bear in mind when reading Common Sense that Paine’s insistent dwelling upon “rupture,” while a preponderant and influential part of his overall argument and a polarizing lightning rod for public opinion and reaction, represented only the first step. The ordeal of war followed and, in the process, as we shall now examine, created more questions that needed to be answered about the vocabulary of national self-definition.
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