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B. The Formal Break with Britain

Chapter 8 America Secedes from the Empire. 1775-1783

of arms. totally unacquainted with every kind of military skill, which (being fol-
lowed by want of confidence in themselves when opposed to troops regularly
trained, disciplined, and appointed, superior in knowledge and superior in arms)
makes them timid and ready to fly from their own shadows.

Besides, the sudden change in their manner of living (particularly in the lodg-
ing) brings on sickness in many, impatience in all, and such an unconquerable de-
sire of returning to their respective homes that it not only produces shameful and
scandalous desertions among themselves, but infuses the like spirit in others.

Again, men accustomed 1o unbounded freedom and no conrol cannot brook
the restraint which is indispensably necessary to the good order and government of
an army, without which licentiousness and every kind of disorder triumphantly
reign. . . .

The jealousies [suspicions] of a standing army, and the evils to be apprehended
from one, are remote, and, in my judgment, situated and circumstanced as we are,
not at all to be dreaded. But the consequence of wanting [lacking] one, according to
my ideas formed from the present view of things, is certain and inevitable ruin. For,
if T was called upon to declare upon oath whether the militia have been most ser-
viceable or hurtful upon the whole, I should subscribe to the latter.

|. Thomas Paine Talks Common Sense (1776)

Despite the shooting at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill; despite the British
burning of Falmouth (Maine) and Noyfoll (Virginia): despite the king's hiring of
German (Hessian) mercenaries, the American colonists professed to be fighting
merely for reconciliation. But killing redcoats with one hand and waving the olive
branch with the other seemed ridiculouns to Thomas Paiite, a thirty-nine-year-old ag-
itator from England who had arrived in Philadelphia about a year earlier. Of bum-
ble birth, impoverished, largely self-educated, and early apprenticed to a corset
mabker, be was a born rebel who heacd failed at vcarious undertakings. But be rocketed
to fame with a forty-seven-page pamphlet published in January 1776 under the ti-
tle Common Sense. Selling the incredible total of 120,000 copies in three months,
it sharply accelerated the drift toward independence. Paine urged an immediate
break, not only to secure foreign assistance but also to fulfill America’s moral man-
date from the world. Were his views on mercantilism, isolationism, and reconcilic-
tion reasonable? Did bis arguments appeal more to passion or to logic?

In the following pages I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments,
and common sense: . . .

[ have heard it asserted by some that, as America has flourished under her for-
mer connection with Great Britain, the same connection is necessary towards her fu-

IThamas Paine, Comnion Sense (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1894). pp. 8i=101, passim.







