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A Paine in the butt. 

Tom Paine  was born in Norfolk in 1739. His father was a Quaker and corset maker. Aged 
13, after some schooling, he joined his father’s business. He recognised his unsuitability 
for this and, in time became an Excise  Officer. He was dismissed from his position in 1772 
for writing a pamphlet declaring better wages for the Officers was the only way to stop 
corruption in the organisation. 

In London he met Benjamin Franklin who advised him to try his luck in the American 
Colonies.  Tom moved to Pennsylvania just as the conflict between the colonists and the 
British Government was becoming serious. Tom met the American Founding Fathers and 
recommended their revolt should not just be about ‘taxation without representation’ but 
about Independence. He put his ideas into a 50 page pamphlet called ‘Common Sense’ 
which sold over 500,000 copies in a few months and paved the way for the ‘Declaration of 
Independence’ on July 4th 1776. 

Tom played an active role during the War but, once it was over, he was no longer ‘centre 
stage’ and became restless. He moved back to England in 1787 and became involved in an 
argument with Edmund Burke who was attacking the French Revolution. Paine’s riposte 
was to publish ‘The Rights of Man’ in 1792 which proposed a series of actions that would 
aid ordinary people. The book was considered so radical that it was banned by the 
Government who also indicted him for treason. 

However Tom was now in France having been elected as the representative for Calais in 
the National Convention. Here he followed another dangerous course by speaking against 
capital punishment and the execution of King Louis. He was imprisoned by Robespierre and 
the Jacobins for nearly a year, but was released when they in turn became victims of the 
Revolution. While in prison he wrote ‘The Age of Reason’ which opposed organised religion 
and branded him as an atheist. In 1797 he published his final book ‘Agrarian Justice’ which 
attacked the inequalities of property ownership adding to his enemies in establishment 
circles. 

He returned to the US but had lost his popularity because of his radical political and 
religious views. He also chose to publicly attack George Washington, the country’s hero, 
and reminded people that ‘to talk about freedom while slavery still exists’ was hypocrisy. 
He died on 1809. 

In one final twist ten years later, William Cobbet decided to take Tom’s remains back to 
England to recognise his contribution to political ideas.  Cobbet lost the bones which were 
never seem again. 

Tom’s brief epitaph was ‘Hero, Patriot but a Paine in the butt’, truly a remarkable life.


