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1
Introduction

‘Remember John the Painter’, wrote an anonymous New Jersey revolutionary in the summer of 1780. ‘He was a poor man’, utterly lacking in the usual forms of power: wealth or status, friends in high places, command of state resources.1 Yet the damage he had done to Britain’s war machine was undeniable.

And the destruction he almost wreaked? Incalculable.

The year 1780 was the fifth year of a bloody civil war within the British Empire. Begun as a struggle for colonial self-government, it had grown into another global conflict over who would dominate a world of commerce, conquest, and enslavement. Patriots were smarting from the loss of Charleston and an army of 5,000 sorely needed men. But they had sources of hope, and among them was the story of the man called John the Painter (real name, James Aitken) and his extraordinary acts of sabotage. Britain’s war effort depended, without question, on its strength at sea. If someone like Aitken could send a royal dockyard up in flames, then there must always be a chance that ordinary men and women could defeat the most powerful ruling class the world had ever seen. That was why Aitken was worth remembering.

2In the early 1760s, when the crisis that led to the American Revolution was just getting started, Britain claimed an empire that stretched from the Ganges delta in Bengal to the swamps and forests of West Florida, including dozens of Caribbean islands, several West African coastal forts, and mainland North America’s Atlantic shores. Trade was at the heart of this empire, both why it was built in the first place and how it was paid for. Tea and silk from distant China, cotton from India, sugar from Barbados and Jamaica, rice from South Carolina and tobacco from Virginia, and fish from the coastal banks of New England and Nova Scotia, all this and much more was carried every year across the oceans in a merchant fleet of thousands of ships to supply the wants of British consumers and contribute, in tax, the crucial revenue on which the British state was run.

Fixing our attention on commodities themselves, however, risks detracting from the hidden realm in which they were produced and moved around – the labour, with its sweat and strain, on which the commerce of the British Empire relied. That includes all the work, mostly done by women, which kept people going and raised children who became workers themselves. For the whole machine of Britain’s power to survive, there needed to be millions of working men and women whose bodies provided the power and skill to make things people wanted, and to get them where they had to be. Aitken was one of them. He was a house painter, which meant that he mixed the ingredients of paints and then applied them to shopfronts and homes, sometimes to signs as well. In doing so, he made the world a slightly better place to look at.

Among these millions of workers in the British Empire, some 1.5 million were held in slavery at any given moment on the eve of the American Revolution. Two-thirds of these lived in the Caribbean, and most of the remaining third on the North American mainland, but there were thousands of enslaved people in Britain, too. Their enslavement was the most brutal and intense form of exploitative oppression that has ever been put into practice. It relied, in part, on wielding racecraft – the construction of a racial other through the use of markers like skin colour, building a deep prejudice into the ways most white people perceived those they defined as Black. The Atlantic slave trade, which transported 3millions of Africans to death or slavery, was an important component of Britain’s empire in the eighteenth century.

That empire was also built on conquest and territorial expropriation. Since English settlers first arrived in North America in the 1600s, their use of the soil and its transformation into private property depended on another form of racialised prejudice, this time against Indigenous people. Settlers quickly came to feel that Native American claims to control and protect the land, no matter how many times they were affirmed by treaty, never ultimately trumped their own desire to occupy and use it. What was more, these two systems of racial thinking worked together – for slavery on such a scale could only be set up in far-off colonies, where labour was scarce and enslavers could dominate without resistance from a broader working population. Enslavement of Indigenous people only deepened the entanglement of slavery and conquest as the continent was remade for the benefit of Europeans.

Resistance to oppression and exploitation, whether on the scale of individuals or empires, is the historical force that animates the story in this book. When Aitken met an agent of the American Revolution in Paris in 1776, he was anxious to confirm that both men shared the same ideas about freedom. The agent reassured Aitken by telling him a version of an English proverb from two centuries before – the first great age of enclosure and capital. It had appeared in one of William Shakespeare’s plays like this:


The smallest worm will turn being trodden on,

And doves will peck in safeguard of their brood.2



In other words, the agent explained to Aitken, it was simply a natural law that living things would stand up to abuse and tyranny. Futile or not, resistance was inevitable. Even the weakest creature prized its liberty.

Things are very often more complicated than that. People are complicit, in big ways and small, in the structures of their own oppression. Even the worm and the dove may sometimes punch down as well as up. 4But those complexities do not dissolve the basic insight that we share an urge for freedom. The Black poet Phillis Wheatley once wrote something similar. All people have that urge in them, she thought – ‘It is impatient of oppression, and pants for deliverance.’3 Richard Price, the Welsh philosopher whose work on civil liberty plays an important role in this book’s story, thought the same. No word ‘in the whole compass of language’, he wrote, ‘expresses so much of what is important and excellent’ as the word liberty.4

The hypothesis of this book is that working people’s everyday experience of oppression and exploitation, along with their shared urge to resist it and to work towards that thing called liberty, was a real, active force in shaping the world’s history during the age of revolutions – and, indeed, in every other age. Even when they did not identify themselves as members of ‘the working class’ (a phrase that did not become popular until the nineteenth century), workers in Aitken’s eighteenth century knew that they made up a majority of human beings. There were also, they often observed, a few who did not seem to work themselves but rather lived off others’ work and held the whip hand over them – at times quite literally. In this book, which focuses on Britain and its colonies in mainland North America, I label the many ‘the Atlantic working class’.5

5Notions of liberty were by no means exclusive to that working class, though. In fact, British ideas about freedom developed just as much from conflicts among noblemen and their associates as from the struggles of the poor. By the early eighteenth century, British culture at all levels possessed a well-developed tradition of appeals to freedom as the central principle of political life. The British Empire, as the historian of ideas David Armitage has written, was supposed to be ‘Protestant, commercial, maritime, and free’.6 While there were some who called for a community of property during the seventeenth-century English Revolution, its more enduring thinkers – men such as Algernon Sydney and Thomas Harrington – tended to have rather aristocratic views of just what made a person free and independent. It was these views that later caught on among wealthy American colonists, too.

As a result, the contradiction between workers’ material contribution and their social subordination was matched by a further contradiction in the world of ideas. Britain’s was an empire of freedom built on slavery and exploitation. Edmund Morgan, another historian, once wrote that the rise of liberty alongside slavery in North America – especially the richest colony, Virginia – was ‘the central paradox of American history’.7 Yet such a paradox also belonged to Britain. While the organs of the British state proclaimed the doctrine of freedom throughout the land during the eighteenth century, neither those who were kept in slavery nor those who lacked the property to qualify as independent quite knew how that applied to them. Some intellectuals expressed the cognitive dissonance of empire in clever satires and novels. Others, as the century 6went on, wrote increasingly clearly about how the people might secure real liberty.

I wrote this book because I think those ideas mattered, and not just for a small group of highly educated men. In almost all the other writing I have seen about James Aitken, going back to the 1930s ad man and naval historian William Bell Clark, there is always a turn away from showing him as a thinking person in his own right – a political actor, whose deeds were shaped by moral and intellectual assessments of the world around him. Historians seem to prefer to trace the root of Aitken’s acts of sabotage to some hidden psychological defect – the cry for attention of a half-formed, childlike figure.8 It is true, as you will see, that Aitken was no moral paragon. Far from it. But in this book, I treat him as someone who (in the words of the historian Jesse Lemisch) ‘had a mind of his own and genuine reasons to act’.9

It is not that historians have ignored the problem of Britain’s liberty paradox. Catherine Macaulay, one of the great critics of British pretentions to a state of freedom, was herself a historian of the seventeenth-century revolutions. More recently, in 1949, the Cambridge scholar Herbert Butterfield acknowledged that in 1780 Britain’s ruling class faced something like a ‘revolutionary moment’ – their counterpart 7to France’s storming of the Bastille nine years later.10 A rich and important line of scholarship, from Caroline Robbins to Linda Colley and Kathleen Wilson, has investigated the ways empire, commerce, and conquest shaped British conceptions of freedom in the eighteenth century. Historians in the 1960s and 1970s looked to the ‘radical’ politics of two centuries earlier for clues about the possibilities of their own time.11

Relatively few, though, have tried to put the working-class fight for freedom at the centre of their stories. Most books about the American Revolution are stories of national becoming – although a growing number are about the boundaries of exclusion from that nation, and the struggles of the people it excluded. The story in this book is not about the birth of a nation or the founding of the United States. It is about a revolution that threatened to transform the Atlantic world by bringing down the British Empire. What might rise in that empire’s place, on each side of the ocean, was an open question. Such uncertainties are natural in revolutions. They are what happen when ten thousand doves, a million worms begin to turn against their rulers and the rules that crush them down.

If this book aims to carry on the lineage of any other, it is Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker’s The Many-Headed Hydra. Published at the turn of the millennium, that book took the history-from-below that had been pioneered a generation earlier and applied it to the sweeping 8canvas of a British Atlantic spanning two centuries. It told stories of the motley crews of racially diverse sailors and dockside workers, not to mention pirates, rebel slaves, and revolutionaries, who fought for a common interest in the possibility of liberty – and how the modern state, emerging in this same moment, was formed in struggle with that common enterprise.12 Empire Ablaze is a smaller book, with less epic ambitions. It is a reminder that the American Revolution took place in the midst of that great struggle, came from it, and helped shape it – one reason all of us should care about the revolution, on whichever side of the Atlantic we might live.

I have split the book into two parts, with the dividing line occurring roughly at the outbreak of armed conflict in the year 1775. The first half follows Aitken on a sort of tour of the Atlantic British Empire, in the decades leading up to the American Revolution. Sometimes leaving Aitken himself in the background, it provides an introduction to the working of the empire, as well as the forces that were tearing it asunder. Aitken’s path took him from Edinburgh, where he was born, down to the empire’s metropolis in London in a year of economic panic – 1772. From there, he crossed the Atlantic to Virginia and then travelled north to Philadelphia and other places in the colonies, returning to England in the early months of 1775. My telling begins with Virginia, so as to highlight from the start the fractured structure of an empire in crisis.

In the second half, I offer my account of Aitken’s sabotage campaign – his plan to destroy the Royal Navy’s crucial dockyards, to burn down 9the second city of the British slave trade, and to ruin Britain’s chances of defeating the American rebellion. But, before the action, we begin with words. Aitken was a British revolutionary inspired by arguments about freedom, and during the revolution there was no shortage of freedom talk in Britain. It was from the late autumn of 1776 until his execution in March 1777 that the most dramatic weeks of Aitken’s life unfolded. I describe his deeds, his successes and failures, then his capture, his betrayal, and his death. In the last chapter, I give an account of the remainder of the war, and the unfinished struggle for a different kind of freedom among the Atlantic working class.

This is a short book because I would like you to read it, and there are far, far too many other things worth reading too. What that means is that not every detail or event, nor every layer of important context, is included here. Everything that is here should be understood in two ways – as part of an explanation of James Aitken’s war against the British Empire, on the one hand, and, on the other, as part of an intellectual scaffolding that aims to link the story of the American Revolution to the wider, more important, and far longer story of the workers’ quest for liberty. This is a story that belongs to everyone, one that deserves to be remembered.

In 1780, the memory of John the Painter gave courage to revolutionaries – reminding them that even a poor man, even the weakest among us, might have it within him to lay low the high and mighty. We today have no less need of such courage. We will continue to need it until the last empire has fallen.10 is blank
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Long Description for Figure
The map titled James Aitken’s Travels Around North America 1773 to 1775 presents the eastern coastline of North America and Atlantic Ocean travel routes. Labelled cities include Boston, New York, Perth Amboy, Philadelphia, Norfolk, and Wilmington. Mountain ranges labelled Appalachian Mountains extend along the western side, with rivers including the Potomac River, James River, Roanoke River, and Mohawk River marked across the landscape. Dashed travel routes connect the cities along the coast and extend across the Atlantic Ocean. One route is labelled From London 1773 and another To Liverpool 1775 with directional arrows showing movement. A compass rose appears in the lower left corner with north, south, east, and west directions marked.
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1 Virginia

Like most of his countrymen in the mid-eighteenth century, James Aitken took pride in the British Empire. As a boy, he dreamed of an officer’s commission in the army. Donning the red coat, he could expect to win honour and perhaps even a fortune on adventures around the world, while contributing – as he saw it – to the advancement of human progress. Thousands of other young men shared his hopes.

There seemed little to thwart Britain’s imperial ambition in the years of Aitken’s childhood. Decisive victories against France during the Seven Years War made Britain the dominant European power in the North Atlantic, on the West African coast, and in the Indian subcontinent. ‘We have large and fruitful territories in every quarter of the globe’, wrote the king’s publisher William Strahan – born and raised in Edinburgh, like Aitken – to a friend in Philadelphia in 1772. What was more, Strahan predicted, the prosperity and rapid growth of British settlements in North America would only ‘add to the strength, stability, wealth and splendour of the British empire’.1

14Virginia, where Aitken arrived in 1773, was among the most ‘fruitful’ colonies in British North America. Along the rivers that fed into the Chesapeake Bay, huge estates spread across the once-fertile tidewater country, producing great quantities of tobacco for the British and colonial market. While very few held noble titles, Virginia’s planter elite carried itself like an aristocracy, with the grand houses and expensive consumption habits to match. Ships sailing from British ports such as London and Glasgow could moor at the riverside wharves of the great estates and unload crates of mahogany chairs, silk waistcoats, and other manufactured goods, before filling their holds with hogsheads of tobacco for the return voyage. Virginia’s staple economy did more than just support a few rich families. It also made a fine living for British merchants and manufacturers.2

The burden of this economic productivity, of course, fell squarely on the colony’s enslaved workers. Virginia was the epicentre of racial slavery on the North American mainland, having pioneered the practices that defined the institution in the seventeenth century – including the law of partus sequitur ventrem, by which any child born to an enslaved mother was also condemned to slavery for life. Knowingly or not, the children of many white Virginian men were raised as the property of their father or one of his relatives. Slaveholding was an economic strategy, developed to address what was from the planters’ perspective a shortage of cheap labour in a land-rich country. It was also, though, a sign of status and a marker of cultural identity. Other than land, it was in their slaves that 15nearly all the planters’ wealth lay. Virginia’s prosperity, and its social order, depended on its Black population.

In the tidewater counties adjacent to the Chesapeake Bay, Virginia’s most prominent families lived among the people they enslaved, juxtaposing the extremes of the colonial hierarchy. By the 1770s, the Piedmont region further west was also home to large plantations, such as Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello. Deeper inland, though, away from easy access to the rivers and Atlantic trade, a different kind of settlement pattern prevailed. In this backcountry, Virginia was a frontier of small farmers, far removed from the great tidewater plantations. While many settlers owned some slaves, there were others who eschewed the practice. Religious dissenters expressed a form of opposition to the colony’s Anglican elite, while conflicts frequently flared up between tenants or squatters and land speculators from the east. Wealth and geography, as well as race, created lines of tension in Virginia society.

Those tensions had only intensified since the British victory in the Seven Years War. Months after the treaty with France was signed in 1763, an alliance of Indigenous forces in the contested region around the Great Lakes launched a series of attacks on British forts. They were fighting to protect the territory west of the Appalachian Mountains – land secured by treaty after treaty, but which many colonists now saw as a target for settlement and speculation. British authorities hoped to prevent further conflict with Indigenous nations by outlawing white land claims beyond the so-called Proclamation Line. Their efforts were met with contempt by would-be settlers. For much of the following decade, those settlers mixed violence against local Indigenous people with bitter condemnation of the eastern elites they deemed complicit in restricting their access to land.3

Meanwhile, migrants from Europe continued to flow into the Appalachian frontier zone. Many came from the disunited German 16states, bringing their language deep into the American interior. Larger numbers travelled from the Irish and Scottish countryside – whole families, even whole communities, moving west in search of land and opportunity for themselves and their descendants. Almost all were Protestants, however varied their specific sects. Ignoring the powerful Indigenous presence that so worried British authorities, they tended to see Britain’s victory against the Catholic French as a sign of providential destiny in the New World. Not that they were partisans of British power. It was often those least satisfied with the conditions of their old lives who sought new ones across the Atlantic, provided they could muster the resources for the journey. Such folk tended to put little trust in government to help them out.

It was one thing for a man like William Strahan to look at the empire in 1772 and see increasing ‘strength, stability, wealth and splendour’. Plenty of others, including his friend Benjamin Franklin, perceived the growing – and explosive – set of contradictions that ran through it all.

The project of empire involved more than just conquest and occupation, redrawing the lines on maps. The real challenge lay in harnessing the motion of people, goods, and money from one place to another. Military strength depended on revenue, which depended on trade, which, in turn, depended on the population of producers and consumers in the right places and with access to the right resources. Sometimes, it seemed to run almost like clockwork. But not always. In fact, when James Aitken arrived in Virginia in 1773, things were already beginning to unravel.

[image: ]

To understand the world in which James Aitken now arrived, we could start eight years earlier and nearly 10,000 miles away, in India. That was when Mughal emperor Alam II signed a treaty giving the British East India Company tax-gathering powers in Bengal and two neighbouring provinces. Alam’s concession was another outcome of Britain’s success against the French and their allies in the Seven Years War. The Company’s rapacious use of its new powers would have dire consequences for the people of Bengal. It was also one spark in the sequence of incendiary events that tore apart the British Empire in North America.

17By 1769, the impact of the Company’s extractive regime could be felt all over Bengal. When draught was added to the mix that year, the resulting famine killed as many as 3 million people, devastating the region – and, of course, its economy. Inevitably, the destruction cut into the Company’s own revenue, forcing it into financial difficulties as it struggled to keep up with payments in both India and England. Company stock became highly volatile, as traders in London and Amsterdam tried to speculate on its future. There were some powerful men, including Company directors, whose fortunes depended on the stock price holding firm. Others, such as the Aberdeen-born banker James Fordyce, bet heavily on a continued fall. In the spring of 1772, Fordyce’s gamble failed spectacularly. His firm’s collapse triggered the worst financial crisis since the fabled South Sea Bubble.

British imperial power and economic development had been rooted in financialisation since the seventeenth century, but the trend only accelerated in the decade after 1763. In that time, dozens of new banks grew up, offering finance for projects aimed at capitalising on Britain’s apparent triumph – new plantations in the Caribbean, for example, and luxury housing developments in the imperial cities of London and Edinburgh. Cheap credit had made such investments possible. But when the panic started and bills suddenly came due, the web of debt that spanned the empire became an ever-tightening noose. Wages were stopped, contracts breached, and ‘many families reduced to want and beggary’, as one Virginian in London put it.4

In Virginia itself, the recession hit hard – all the worse because it shattered a period of relative prosperity, and therefore higher spending on credit. The consequences of financial crisis ‘have extended to this part of the world to a violent degree’, one colonist warned his correspondent in Liverpool. Unless the tobacco price rebounded, he went on, ‘I don’t see how we shall be enabled to discharge our debts on your side of the water.’5 Debt-loaded Virginia planters faced ruin, and from their 18perspective it came at the hands of the unbalanced, unstable imperial economy.

Virginia’s planter elite had been trying for years to scale back the colony’s reliance on imports. In 1767, when the government in London introduced a series of new taxes on commodities like glass, paper, and tea, colonists rallied behind boycott measures aimed at both punishing British merchants and teaching consumers to do without. George Washington, one of Virginia’s most substantial landowners, was one of the non-importation movement’s backers. He had no intention of giving up the luxuries and status symbols that helped to define him as a gentleman of substance. But, like many planters, he did hope to break the economic hold of British creditors.

This struggle for economic disentanglement was particularly fraught when it came to one imported commodity Virginians had long relied upon – enslaved people. While colonists protested against taxes imposed by Parliament in the late 1760s, Virginia’s assembly was trying to ramp up the duties charged on captives brought into the colony. Doing so, the legislators hoped, would help prevent cash leaving the Virginia economy and stop planters from getting deeper into debt. It would support the growth of a domestic slave trade, making American colonists less dependent on African and Caribbean imports. It might even boost tobacco prices by cutting the growth of new plantations.6

In April 1772, right around the time that James Fordyce’s gamble on East India Company stock was falling apart, the Virginia assembly took its campaign to curb slave imports a step further. Its members signed a unanimous address to the king in England, asking him to let the colonists shut down the transatlantic slave trade altogether. They even had the gall to claim humanitarian motives.

‘The importation of slaves into the colonies from the coast of Africa hath long been considered as a trade of great inhumanity’, wrote the 19Virginia legislators – almost all of them slave owners themselves.7 They did not expect that kind of argument to sway the British government, though. Far more important was their premonition that the slave trade, and the predominance of slavery itself, might soon ‘endanger the very existence’ of Britain’s American colonies. Virginia’s planter elite had come to see dependence on slavery as an economic problem, reducing innovation and stifling growth. They were also terrified of the kind of uprisings that had rocked Jamaica through the 1760s. Besides, the well-established planters already had all the enslaved labour they needed. Cutting off the flow of imports might hit their western competitors, but it would do no harm to their own bottom lines.

From London, of course, things looked different. The Atlantic slave trade had been crucial to the growth of Britain’s Caribbean and American possessions through the eighteenth century. Even in New England, where there were relatively few enslaved workers, a great deal of profit depended on the shipping and supply needs of plantation economies further south. Merchants in British port cities were likewise committed to the slave trade and the cash crops that went with it.8 When Virginians asked for the right to throw a wrench into the gears of the whole system, the answer was a resounding no.

Then the recession hit. Banks collapsed, tobacco prices dipped, and creditors called in their debts. It was not only the rebuffed Virginia assemblymen who were angry and frustrated in 1773. That July, one county courthouse was burned to the ground. Debtors fought with 20sheriffs over seizures of their property, and some storekeepers took to carrying pistols for their own protection. Boycotts were no longer necessary as importers reduced their orders. Planters began to fear the rising social tension. Conditions were a long way, yet, from revolutionary. They were, however, poor advertisements for the empire’s ‘strength, stability … and splendour’.

[image: ]

Just as settler conquest was the basis of land ownership, racial slavery was at the heart of eighteenth-century Virginia’s economy and social hierarchy. Whatever the planter elite said about stopping the transatlantic slave trade, none was prepared to sacrifice their own interests to bring an end to slavery itself. It was people of African and sometimes Indigenous descent, bound for life and often subjected to brutal, dehumanising treatment, who did the vast bulk of the colony’s work. Yet there were other forms of unfree labour in Virginia, too. Not every European arriving in the New World encountered it as a land of liberty.9

Some of those new migrants, for example, were convicted criminals. The sentence of ‘transportation’ to the American colonies had been used for most of the eighteenth century as an alternative to the death penalty for crimes such as assault and theft. It was also applied regularly to those whose crimes were more vaguely defined: rogues and vagabonds who presented a threat to social order, and a potential burden to the communities they entered. For a few British merchants, the trade in convicts offered a steady rate of profit. Hundreds were shipped out each year, mostly to Virginia and its Chesapeake neighbours, where they would be sold for a term of labour as a servant.

One such unwilling transatlantic migrant, whose legend began to circulate in 1773, was a young woman named Sarah Wilson. Brought to Maryland two years before, she had escaped her master and travelled 21south, adopting the identity of Princess Susanna Carolina Matilda, sister – so she claimed – of Queen Charlotte herself. According to accounts first published in a New York paper, Wilson carried off the ruse so well that she exacted ‘heavy contributions’ from a succession of southern gentlemen seeking the ‘honour to kiss her hand’.10 Even in the 1770s, and especially in places like South Carolina, wealthy Americans were by no means immune to the charms and promises of supposed royalty.

Wilson’s alleged exploits indicate one reason servants might have found it easier to escape from their bondage than most enslaved people of African descent – they could pass easily in white society. Nor was escape the only route to freedom that a transportee could hope for. Once their term of service was completed, they could strike out on their own behalf like any other European immigrant.

A mythology quickly arose about the former criminals who managed to transform themselves into respectable, property-owning colonists. In Virginia, ‘many a Newgate bird becomes a great man’, as Moll Flanders’s mother put it in Daniel Defoe’s novel. Of course, the stories were often too good to be true, even when they claimed to be non-fiction. Joshua Dudley, for example, was transported in 1772. Two years later, he reported his adventures to a London paper. ‘I lived in the most delightful manner’, he wrote, instantly winning the trust of his wealthy, widowed mistress. Naturally, her timely death made Dudley master of her plantation and slaves. It also left him in the welcome company of her eighteen-year-old daughter, Isabella.11

British readers might believe such providential wonders, but the Virginia Gazette warned that the whole thing was ‘a most notorious falsity’.
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