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n all great political movements, there are some individuals who demand

a place in the front ranks, using their charisma to rally supporters and

thwart rivals. But there is another, equally vital category of people who
prefer to stand a few paces back, drawing on wisdom and experience to
encourage or restrain their leaders. That is a good way to describe the role
of Charles Thomson in the early years of the American republic. Although
he had the ability and force of character to act as a leader whenever the
occasion demanded, he was a man who never pursued power for its own
sake. Nor did he put personal advancement above principles or truthfulness.

Charles Thomson’s story begins in rural Ireland where his father John was a
linen bleacher. Although his recollections of Ireland were fleeting, Thomson
always gave his birthplace as the townland of Gorteade in the parish of
Maghera. The landscape of western Ulster, with its bogs, lakes and gorse-
covered hills, was lodged somewhere deep in his heart.



As a boy, Charles had to contend with the

sort of extreme adversity that can either make
or break a character in its formative stages.
His mother died young, and his father John
Thomson decided in 1739 to sail to the New
World with four of his sons, of whom Charles,
aged ten, was the smallest. (It seems that two
younger children were left behind, but went on
to America later.) As their vessel was nearing
land, John Thomson died, so his children were
orphans when they arrived at New Castle,
Delaware. The captain appropriated most of
the cash which John Thomson had left in the ship’s safe, leaving the four
boys to fend for themselves. Charles was apprenticed to a blacksmith

who was impressed by his dexterity. But the boy was already dreaming

of a better future. He ran away, only to be picked up on the road by a lady
who paid for his schooling at an academy which had been established by
Francis Alison, a scholarly Presbyterian minister from Donegal. For a time
Charles lodged in the Alison household, absorbing his guardian’s belief
that a Christian faith was compatible with a keen interest in science and the
natural world.

After briefly running his own small school, Charles moved in 1750 to
Philadelphia, which was growing fast as a
hub of commerce and ideas. He was given a
teaching post at the Academy of Philadelphia
which had just been started by Benjamin
Franklin. This was the start of a long
association between Franklin, a man whose
quixotic, original mind towered over early
America, and Thomson. Franklin encouraged
his protégé, then aged only 21, to set up a
club where young men could swap ideas about everything from business

to science. But even as he made these glamorous connections, Thomson
remembered his first benefactors. He helped his old teacher, Francis Alison,
to win the job of rector of the Pennsylvania Academy, where many more of
America’s founders would be trained.

Francis Alison

Meanwhile Thomson’s career moved on. In
1755, he was hired by a powertul group of
Quakers to help run another Philadelphia
institution, the Friends’ Public School.

But the Quakers wanted him to do more
than teach. A contest over the future of
Pennsylvania was starting, and Thomson
was drawn in. Both the Quakers, with their
pacifist ideas, and more hard-headed types
like Franklin wanted to overturn the wealthy
class of “proprietors” who held power in
the colony. Meanwhile relations with the
Indians were breaking down, as some tribes
sided with the French in their war with the
British empire. The proprietors wanted stronger military measures against
the Indians; the anti-proprietor camp retorted that the Indians had been
provoked by bad policies. In April 1756, after a winter of skirmishing,

the colony’s governor declared war on the Delaware Indians. The Quakers
responded by opening talks with the Indians’ leader, Teedyuscung. In
several rounds of negotiations with

the Indians over the next two years,
Thomson acted as secretary and adviser to
Teedyuscung, with the Quakers” blessing.
His accurate record-keeping and strict
interpretation of earlier treaties won him
the esteem of the Delawares and the title
“the man who talks the truth” — in their
language, Wegh-wu-law-mo-end. Thomson
also wrote a peppery tract on the “causes of
alienation” of the Indians, which Franklin, e
by then in London, eagerly published. ; Teedyuscung
Some historians question the motives of the anti-proprietor camp, but
nobody has doubted Thomson’s sincerity. He genuinely believed that
treaties should be respected, and that records should be truthful.

In 1760, a new phase in Thomson’s career began. He resigned from
his teaching post and expressed his intention, through a notice in the
Pennsylvania Gazette, to start life as a merchant. His shop in Philadelphia’s



Market Street would
sell imports from
London and Bristol,
ranging from blankets
and handkerchiefs

to teas and spices.
With his Quaker
connections, Thomson
was well acquainted
with the town’s leading
businessmen, and he TR i <R AP s Sl
was already part of Independence Hall, Philadelphia
an important circle of thinkers and writers. His recent marriage to Ruth
Mather, from a merchant family, had cemented those ties. This marriage
seems to have been successful, though it ended in sadness. After bearing
twin boys who died soon after birth, Ruth suffered a decline in her own
health and eventually died in 1770.

Meanwhile, life as a merchant presented many unexpected difficulties.
In 1764, Thomson joined Franklin and several other people in offering
money to start a “linen manufactory™ near Philadelphia. So the son of a
linen bleacher, now resident in a colony that exported flax to Ireland and

Signing the Declaration of Independence: Thomson stands above the seated figure

imported cloth in return, joined an effort to give the colonies an independent
economic base. But this was exactly what powerful interests in the mother
country wanted to stop. Within a year or two. economic war had broken out
between Britain and her American colonies.

Once again, Franklin started agitating in London, while Thomson fed
him tips about the rapidly shifting scene in the colonies. Soon, the issue
was not which camp or faction would rule the colonies in the name of the
King; it was whether the American colonies would remain British at all.
The British Parliament, having incurred a huge debt through war with
the French, set out to raise more money from the colonies. In the first of
several provocative actions, the law-makers of Britain decreed in 1765
that documents in the colonies (from legal papers to magazines) should
be printed on paper carrying a stamp showing that tax had been paid on
it. As Thomson informed Franklin, the colonies’ reaction was angrier than
anybody in London could realize; the tax would be impossible to collect.
The Stamp Act was repealed in 1766, but the British Parliament still
reserved the right to tax the colonies: the American colonies accepted no
such right.

In a letter to Franklin in 1769, Thomson shows his clarity of vision and
breadth of education. He pointed out that the issue which caused the English
Civil War — who had the right to impose taxes? - was now dividing Britain
and her overseas territories. “The very nature of freedom supposes that no
tax can be levied on a people without
their consent,” Thomson thundered,
accurately anticipating the question
that would spark the American
Revolution. By this time, Parliament
in London was again trying to impose
its will, slapping a series of duties on
goods that the colonies imported from
England. Every time Britain asserted
its power, the disparate American
colonies drew closer to one another.
But after 1770, when Britain had
made some concessions, Thomson
faced a hard battle to maintain support

Charles Thomson in maturity



in his native Pennsylvania for the policy of boycott or “non-importation”
of British goods. Both the wealthier merchants, and his old Quaker friends,
wanted to resume commercial ties with England. Rallying support from
workers and small tradesmen in Philadelphia, Thomson insisted that a
boycott be maintained unless and until Britain accepted that the King’s
colonial subjects deserved the same political and legal rights as people in
England. Things came to a head in 1773 after Parliament tried to reinforce
the privileges of the London-based East India Company as suppliers of tea
to the colonies — prompting a tea-dumping protest in Boston harbour, and
retaliatory measures by Britain. With a handful of close allies, Thomson
laboured to ensure that Pennsylvania would back Massachussetts in its
standoff with London. He exchanged passionate but well-reasoned letters
with Massachussetts revolutionaries like John and Sam Adams. Soon
Thomson was hailed as the “Sam Adams of Philadelphia”, while John
Adams called him “the life of the cause of liberty.”

falsehoods. In 1782, he was asked to
design a Great Seal, drawing on the
ideas from some of his famous friends
like Franklin and Thomas Jefferson,
the main author of the Declaration
of Independence. The result was the
now-familiar bald eagle clutching
arrows and an olive branch; and the
more mysterious image of a pyramid
topped with an eye. Thomson used
his classical learning to choose the
mottos: “Annuit coeptis” (He has
favoured our cause) and “Novus
Ordo Seclorum” (A New Order of
the Ages.)

'R‘!e sreat em'
In large part thanks to Thomson, support in Pennsylvania for the
revolutionary cause was strong enough (albeit far from universal) to ensure
that Philadelphia would serve as the emerging republic’s first capital. In
August 1774, the city hosted the first gathering of the aggrieved colonies,
known as the Continental Congress, and Thomson was elected secretary. He

Thomson’s last public act a week-long ride in spring 1789 from New
York, where Congress was then sitting, to Mount Vernon, the estate of
George Washington. He bore the news that his host had been chosen as
the first President of the United States. It was a journey “much impeded
e by tempestuous weather, bad

received the news shortly after arriving in the city in a carriage with his new M | ;
. s - st g oo 2 o, o roads, and the many large rivers
wife, Hannah Harrison. On July 4. 1776, when Congress took the fateful _ e ’ “
y Sz : AL I had to cross.” But there was
step of formally declaring independence, the document sent to the printer 8 b 5
o Ay :  deep mutual respect between

bore only two signatures: those of John Hancock and Charles Thomson.
If the Revolutionary War had failed, both men would have faced certain
executjon for treason.

~ the two men, and Thomson was

.~ welcomed as a worthy emissary.

- As Washington’s biographer notes,
. the secretary of Congress was

Having taken a radical line in the years immediately before independence, B :
~ a “atall, austere man of inborn

Thomson emerged as a more cautious and careful figure during the 15

years that he served as secretary to Congress. Among his jobs was to . o R ~ dignity and deep penetrating
distribute accurate information about the assembly’s decisions, and to i Bt i g e ....“_rhom the”P re:s1dent- ;
record the progress of the Revolutionary War and other public events. His ; ~ clect admired as a “faithful public

signature became a watchword for accuracy. But not all the information Uhaldiemrcse .+ servant and exemplary patriot.”
he handled could be made public. He corresponded, often in secret, with - After receiving th.‘f mandate from
all 13 colonies making up the Union and with foreign powers. He had to Thom'son, on April 14, 17§9=
maintain morale during the darkest periods of the war, including the times - Washington offered a gracious

when the assembly had to flee Philadelphia. But he never issued comforting : R . reply: “I wish there may not be
Thomson mnﬁrmajoﬁn Hammk aspmrdmraj Lcmgmr reason for regrettmg the choice.”




After his retirement to
Harriton, a small estate outside
Philadelphia, Thomson was
urged by some people to write
a history of the revolution, and
he began doing so. But it seems
that he abandoned the task on
grounds that an accurate account
would destroy the reputation of
some prominent families, and
he would rather publish nothing
than issue undeserved praise.

Instead he revived his classical
skills and undertook a
translation of the Bible, using
a Greek version, known as the
Septuagint, of the Hebrew scriptures. In some ways this was an inspired
choice. Only in the 20th century did scholars realize that for certain

key passages, the Septuagint offers crucial insights into the earliest
versions of the text. Thomas Jefferson, although a sceptic in religious
matters, warmly approved Thomson’s labours on the Bible. The work
seems to have brought Thomson satisfaction and serenity in his old

age. When toiling
on the translation,
Thomson recalled. ~

he had “sought the : gt oy
truth with the utmost { o i RS
integrity.” The -
epitaph on Thomson’s _
tomb, erected by | s
his nephew John, =
paraphrases a famous
Bible verse (John
1:14) to describe him
as “homo veritatis et
gratiae” —a man of
grace and truth.

Thomas Jefferson
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