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    Introduction



    Much of Thomas Paine’s life was about timing. The mind of Thomas Paine was
    gifted to the American Revolution, for example, at just the right time.
    Right when the fervor of the revolutionary spirit was beginning to subside,
    the pen of Thomas Paine came along and ignited the fires of American
    liberty once again.



    Yet decades later, when Paine returned to the American shores that he
    helped liberate, he was met with a bitter homecoming. Paine had arrived
    right on the heels of his association with bloody upheavals in
    revolutionary France and the publication of his unapologetically
    anti-Christian tracts, which did go over well in an America swept by the
    Second Great Awakening. Both of these aspects of his intellectual life made
    him an insufferable outcast, shunned by nearly all of his former
    associates. But Thomas Paine always knew that life was a gamble, and
    depending on the factors involved he was variously known as the greatest
    hero of the republic, or the greatest villain.



    Now that the dust of history has finally begun to settle, we can get a much
    clearer view of who Thomas Paine was. This book seeks to cut through the
    hype and hyperbole to present to you the life of an unapologetic patriot
    and inveterate freethinker—Thomas Paine, the father of the American
    Revolution.



Chapter One



    Early Doubts



    “These writers may do well enough for Bible-makers, but not for anything
    where truth and exactness is necessary.”



    —Thomas Paine



    The great thinker and American founding father named Thomas Paine came into
    this world on February 9, 1737 (N.S.), a baby
    boy born into the ancient English town of Thetford, Norfolk. Thetford dates
    all the way back to Britain’s Celtic heyday when various tribes vied for
    dominance of the British Isles. It is even suggested that the great Celtic
    Queen Boudicca once called Thetford home.



    Upon his birth, Thomas’ Quaker father Joseph and Anglican mother Frances
    were both equal parts faith and devotion to the young Thomas. His younger
    sister passed away before her first birthday, leaving Thomas as the loving
    parents’ only focus. Joseph was a stern but loving father, and Thomas was
    often impressed by the self-discipline his Quaker faith brought to the
    fold. The Quakers were an idealistic bunch, who believed that by “loving
    God and humanity totally” as in the example of Christ, they could rise
    above the natural sinful nature of man. In order to achieve this love of
    God and fellow humanity, the Quakers lived a strict and austere lifestyle.
    They dressed plainly and spoke softly—yet lived their lives with incredible
    ambition and determination.



    Thomas was indeed greatly influenced by the religious conviction of his
    father’s Quaker beliefs, even though he himself would come to be an avowed
    agnostic later in life. Indeed, it was Paine’s relentless antagonism of
    organized religion and Christianity in general—quite a difficult position
    to take two centuries ago—that led to much of his ostracism later in life,
    so much so it is said that Thomas Paine only had a handful of people bother
    to attend his funeral.



    Paine once claimed that the initial seeds of religious doubt were planted
    when as a child, he heard a sermon delivered entitled, “Redemption by the
    death of the Son of God.” Paine recalled that he interpreted the sermon to
    mean that God “killed his son when he could not revenge himself any other
    way,” and he “could not see for what purpose they preached such sermons.”



    Paine was deeply disturbed by what he was hearing from the pulpit that
    Sunday morning. He felt that the local pastor was illogical and
    unreasonable, kickstarting Paine’s lifelong quest to find what he believed
    to be common sense.



Chapter Two



    On the Seas during the Seven Years’ War



    “It is necessary to the happiness of man that he be mentally faithful to
    himself. Infidelity does not consist in believing, or in disbelieving, it
    consists in professing to believe what he does not believe.”



    —Thomas Paine



    The year of 1744 was a notable one for Thomas Paine because that was the
    year that he began his formal education. It was when Paine started
    attending Thetford Grammar School that this famed thinker first began to
    train his intellect. However, what Paine most enjoyed at his grammar school
    was not writing and arithmetic, but rather the stories that his instructors
    such as Reverend William Knowles would regale him with about life outside
    of Britain and traveling abroad.



    Reverend Knowles had been a sailing man during his younger days, and Paine
    was always fascinated by his recollections of life on the sea. By this
    point in time Paine had read up on the British colonies of America just
    across the Atlantic Ocean, and he longed to see these brave British
    settlements for himself. His dreams would have to be furloughed, however,
    and by the time he was 13 years old his father had already made him an
    apprentice for his business as a staymaker.



    Referring to someone as a “staymaker” is a rather ambiguous appellation.
    During this time period, a staymaker could have been in reference to
    someone who either makes the stays in women’s corsets or the stays for the
    masts of a ship. The idea that Paine’s father was a staymaker of women’s
    corsets was first developed by the writer George Chalmers. Mr. Chalmers,
    not at all a fan of Thomas Paine, wrote an antagonistic biography of Paine
    in 1791 in which he interpreted the staymaking profession of Paine’s father
    to be that of a corset maker. This was largely done in an effort to
    ridicule Thomas Paine. The claim stuck, and for many years subsequent
    biographies would regurgitate this slander as if it were fact. Today,
    however, the consensus of historians is that Paine’s father was indeed a
    staymaker of ships; not of corsets.



    At any rate, it was somewhat ironic that in his apprenticeship as a
    staymaker, Paine toiled all day long,
    
        making stay ropes used on the masts of sailing vessel
    
    s. It seemed that even though Paine’s dream of sailing the seas was being
    denied him, it was his lot to toil away on the very accessories necessary
    for these crafts to set sail for unknown waters.



    But it wouldn’t be long before young Thomas would seek to get away. At the
    age of 19, he traveled to London and impulsively
    
        signed up as a ship hand for a naval ship called the Terrible
    
    . Great Britain was actually at war with France at the time, and so any
    deckhands onboard would almost certainly see battle during their tenure on
    the vessel. Realizing that he would not be able to secure his father’s
    blessing, Paine determined to set out in secret, joining up with the crew
    of the Terrible all of his own accord.



    He arrived at Execution Dock, located just off of London’s chilly Thames,
    in November of 1756, to gain his place as a British navy man. Thomas was
    waiting around at the dock for his turn to be interviewed for the position
    when his dad dropped in on him. His father had apparently been tipped off
    to his son’s plans and managed to show up at the docks just in time to
    dissuade him from making his intended voyage. During this dramatic
    encounter, Joseph Pain (Thomas would later change the spelling of his
    surname to Paine) was able to convince his son to give up his plans of
    boarding the naval vessel in exchange for his permission to stay in London.
    
        Fortunately, Thomas acquiesced. Under the command of Captain William
        Death, the Terrible would soon thereafter engage in fierce
        battles against the French and was in the end defeated by a French
privateer called Vengeance. The few surviving members of the        Terrible’s crew were subsequently taken prisoners—a fate which
        Thomas Paine narrowly escaped thanks to his father’s intervention.
    



    With his father’s blessing, Thomas then set up shop as a staymaker in
    London and secured the resources necessary to live on his own. He may not
    have made it onto the high seas, but at least he was able to finally escape
    his hometown of Thetford and begin living his life on his own terms.



    Paine very much enjoyed the vibrant urban life of London; in his downtime
    he would enjoy all the sights and sounds that the British capital had to
    offer. Soon enough, however, he grew weary of his job as





Conclusion



    After his death, Thomas Paine’s biggest beneficiary was Marguerite
    Bonneville whom he had bequeathed some ten acres of his farmland in upstate
    New York. Since no cemetery was willing to take his remains, Thomas Paine
    ended up being buried under a tree on this very same property. Adorned with
    a simple tombstone that read, “In memory of Thomas Paine who was born at
    Thetford, England Jan. 29, 1737. Died at New York June 8th, 1809. Aged 72
    years, 4 months, and 9 days.” Only six people attended his funeral.



    The man who would later be known as one of the principal architects of the
    American Revolution was laid to rest without a word of his previous
    accomplishments. Thomas Paine would remain in relative obscurity until the
    British writer William Cobbett snuck onto the property and, desecrating the
    grave, stole Thomas Paine’s mortal remains. In this crazed scheme, Cobbett
    supposedly wished to give the spurned Paine a proper burial on his native
    soil. It appears that did indeed manage to spirt the bones of Thomas Paine
    across the Atlantic, bringing them to port in Great Britain. What exactly
    happened to them next remains unclear.



    It is said that Paine’s remains were still unburied and held among
    Cobbett’s personal possessions when he passed away some 20 years after
    stealing them. As gruesome as it sounds, various collectors and scavengers
    are said to have taken what remained, and their whereabouts continue to be
    unknown. It is a rather sad fact that Paine was so dishonored in both life
    and death simply because his ideas were considered radical and outside the
    mainstream. Then again, it could be very well argued that some of his ideas
    had severe consequences. Paine was, after all, at the very least an
    encourager of some of the excesses of the French Revolution that led to
    terrible turmoil, death, and destruction in France and beyond. It was no
doubt those who held this view that penned Paine’s obituary notice in the    New York Evening Post, which read, “He had lived long, did some
    good, and much harm.”



    Thomas Paine’s contributions to the successful American Revolution were
    still grudgingly acknowledged, but he was in turn blamed for some of the
    sociological and political disasters—namely in France—which had occurred
    with his blessing. Paine’s defenders might say that his words and abstract
    philosophy had nothing to do with the actions of Revolutionary France, but
    the fact that he at one point attempted to direct French dictator Napoleon
    Bonaparte to invade Britain would seem to fly in the face of that
    assumption.



    Paine was indeed radical in thought and action. He spoke his mind no matter
    what anyone might think and no matter what the consequences might be. It
    was Paine after all that risked his own life to demand that the king of
    France not be executed. Even though Paine despised monarchy, he despised
    the death penalty even more and was willing to put his life on the line for
    his principles. Paine was also an early outspoken opposer to slavery, a
    practice which he abhorred and considered an “outrage against humanity and
    justice.”



    So, in the end, whether they agree with the beliefs, philosophies, and
    sociological aspirations of this forgotten founder of the United States,
    many have come to admire the steadfast conviction and determination Thomas
    Paine exhibited throughout his life.


