What sort of man was Thomas Paine?  How was the author of Common Sense ultimately regarded by those of his time, and after?  Read the verdict of history:

Merriam-Webster's Biographical Dictionary. Merriam-Webster Incorporated,1995. 

BIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY 1737-1809. American political philosopher and author, b. Thetford, England. After various occupations went bankrupt (1774) and emigrated to America;

...To England (1787); wrote The Rights of Man (1791-92), defending revolutionary France and appealing to the English to overthrow their monarchy and organize a republic; tried, convicted of treason, and outlawed from England (1792); member of French Convention (1792-93); arrested and imprisoned in Paris as an Englishman (1793-1794);

... published The Age of Reason (Part I, 1794; Part II, 1796), a philosophical discussion of his deist belief. Returned to America (1802); lived last years in ostracism and poverty.

Encyclopedia Britannica, 11th edition, 1911.  http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Thomas_Paine
THOMAS PAINE (1737-1809), English author, was born at Thetford, Norfolk, on the 29th of January 1737, the son of a Quaker staymaker. After several years at sea and after trying various occupations on land, Paine took up his father's trade in London, where he supplemented his meagre grammar school education by attending science lectures. He succeeded in 1762 in gaining an appointment in the excise, but was discharged for neglect of duty in 1765. Three years later, however, he received another appointment, at Lewes in Sussex. He took a vigorous share in the debates of a local Whig club, and in 1772 ' he wrote a pamphlet embodying the grievances of excisemen and supporting their demands for an increase of pay. In 1774 he was dismissed the service for absence without leave - in order to escape his creditors.
... Paine's services were recognized by an appointment to be secretary of the commission sent by Congress to treat with the Indians, and a few months later to be secretary of the Congressional committee of foreign affairs. In 1779, however, he committed an indiscretion that brought him into trouble. He published information gained from his official position, and was compelled to resign. He was afterwards clerk of the Pennsylvania legislature, and accompanied John Laurens during his mission to France. His services were eventually recognized by the state of New York by a grant of an estate at New Rochelle, and from Pennsylvania and, at Washington's suggestion, from Congress he received considerable gifts of money.

... When Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France appeared, in 1790, Paine at once wrote his answer, The Rights of Man. The first part appeared on the 13th of March 1791, and had an enormous circulation before the government took alarm and endeavoured to suppress it, thereby exciting intense curiosity to see it, even at the risk of heavy penalties. ... Paine was indicted for treason in May 1792, but before the trial came off he was elected by the department of Calais to the French convention, and escaped into France, followed by a sentence of outlawry.

... He incurred the suspicion of Robespierre, was thrown into prison, and escaped the guillotine by an accident. Before his arrest he had completed the first part of the Age of Reason, the publication of which made an instant change in his position on both sides of the Atlantic, the indignation in the United States being as strong as in England.

... In 1796 he published a long letter to Washington, attacking his military reputation and his presidential policy with inexcusable bitterness. In 1802 Paine sailed for America, but while his services in behalf of the colonies were gratefully remembered, his Age of Reason and his attack on Washington had alienated many of his friends.

“Thomas Paine.” World of Sociology. 2 vols. Gale Group, 2001.

... Well-loved in France, Paine was at this time summoned to stand trial for libel and sedition in England. He was convicted in absentia in December of 1792 and outlawed in England. Almost a year later, Paine was removed from the National Convention and arrested.

... Paine criticized leaders in the United States, England, and France until he was hardly welcome in any of these countries. The French threatened to deport him, and when he returned to the United States, old friends refused to see him.

“Thomas Paine.” Historic World Leaders. Gale Research, 1994. 

After failing in England at a number of endeavors, Thomas Paine came to America at age 37 and found his true vocation--as a political philosopher and writer. 

... He defended and participated in the French Revolution, whose excesses eventually left him disillusioned and imprisoned. Once freed, he created further controversy by extending his attacks on monarchy and privilege to a general criticism of organized religion.

... Upon Paine's return to the United States in 1802--eight years after his release from jail--he encountered great hostility. Two decades after the victory over Britain, the patriotic author of Common Sense was no longer remembered as a hero, except by freethinking reformers.

“Thomas Paine.” Encyclopedia of World Biography, 2nd ed.

17 Vols. Gale Research, 1998.

Though he made the warm acquaintance of Edmund Burke, the two fell out when, in 1790, Burke published his attack on the French Revolution and defense of hereditary monarchy.

... When Paine returned to America in 1802, he was attacked for his criticism of Washington and his denunciation of traditional Christianity. He was ostracized by former friends such as Sam Adams and Benjamin Rush, harassed by children in New Rochelle, N.Y., deprived of the right to vote by that city, and even refused accommodations in taverns and on stages. Even his wish to be buried in a Quaker cemetery was denied. 

“Thomas Paine.” Concise Dictionary of American Literary Biography: Colonization to the American Renaissance, 1640-1865. Gale Research, 1988.

... Paine's position as a leader of world opinion did not last long. As a consequence of his involvement in the politics of three nations, he was somewhat less than the “disinterested” figure that he claimed to be in Rights of Man, and he had many enemies. When in the years 1794 and 1795 he published The Age of Reason, attacking the Bible and organized religion, opposition became outspoken. Many of those who had honored him in America for his support of the Revolution now reviled him for his supposed atheism. While he continued to have loyal supporters, he lost his international constituency, and by the end of his life was nearly forgotten.

... Believers were horrified when Paine called ministers and priests “blasphemous” and accused them of preaching “obscene doctrines.” Throughout the world they reviled Paine as an anti-Christian and an infidel.

... In fact, during the Reign of Terror there probably was little that the Americans could do to help Paine without causing him to be noticed and perhaps further endangering him. It is also true, however, that neither Morris nor Washington did much to reassure Paine of their concern. In his ill health Paine chose to put the worst possible interpretations on their actions and wrote to Washington accusing him of neglect and asking for an explanation. When no response was forthcoming, Paine composed an open letter to Washington questioning the adequacy of his performance during the Revolution, castigating the Jay treaty, which Paine opposed as being too accommodating to the British, and denouncing Washington's behavior toward him. The angry, outspoken tone of the letter is captured in the concluding sentence, in which Paine writes: “And as to you, Sir, treacherous in private friendship ... and a hypocrite in public life, the world will be puzzled to decide whether you are an apostate or an imposter; whether you have abandoned good principle, or whether you ever had any.”
... When the letter appeared in 1796, it was widely read and widely disliked. Washington was America's most respected figure, and Paine's bitter, denigrating tone toward him, regardless of the merits of the case, was resented. This letter, it has been argued, did more to damage Paine's reputation in America than any of his previous writing. Certainly at the time it did not promote Paine's interests; it embarrassed his host Monroe, who was soon recalled from his post, and it left Paine with a legacy of distrust not only in America but also in France. His political power in both countries was substantially diminished, and he was treated with caution even by those Americans who were sympathetic to his political and religious views.

... He returned to a country in which he was a well-known but very controversial figure. The near universal admiration in which he had been held before his departure fifteen years earlier was gone, and in its place were partisan responses to his liberal political and religious views. For some he was a “leveller” to be shunned. To others he was a staunch defender of the working man and to be admired. Orthodox believers reviled him for “atheism”; to others he was the hero of religious freedom. Many saw him as a firebrand and an agitator, a threat to stability in government; still others welcomed his attacks on privilege and tradition. With very few was admiration unqualified, and with Paine an old man now, there were few who knew him personally. While Jefferson welcomed him to Washington, Paine found that most political leaders preferred to stay clear of him because of the controversies surrounding him. Despite Jefferson's friendship, Paine had lost his political leverage and was relegated to the outer fringes of political activity.

... Perhaps most difficult for him in his last years was the obscurity into which he had fallen. His Revolutionary activity, for which he was admired, was long past; and his other writings, while still well known, were not in the forefront of public attention. Well aware of this fact and concerned about his death, Paine asked the Quaker society for a burial plot. The request was denied.

... After his death, Paine's reputation continued to languish. While other leaders of the Revolution--Washington, Jefferson, Franklin--were venerated as Revolutionary heroes, Paine was relegated to a relatively minor place. To many he was “irreligious” and “radical” and, therefore, not worth reading.

“Thomas Paine.” American Eras, Volume 3: The Revolutionary Era, 1754-1783 . Gale Research, 1998.

... Paine was charged with seditious libel in England, and he fled to France, ...

... The Age of Reason brought down on Paine the charge of atheism as he tried to demonstrate that the Bible was not divinely inspired but was the work of men intent on maintaining power. He tried to demolish the institutional church, which he felt had conspired with wealth and privilege to oppress humankind. The attack on religion alienated Paine from many Americans, including Samuel Adams, who supported his political views. He also criticized Presidents Washington and Adams for their pro-British and anti-French policies, which led to his further estrangement from many Americans.

“Thomas Paine.”Dictionary of American Biography Base Set. American Council of Learned Societies, 1928-1936.

... The Age of Reason and the Letter to Washington served to maintain his highly controversial position in America. In 1801, Jefferson involved himself further by offering Paine passage home in a public vessel, the Maryland. By this time, as Henry Adams temperately puts it, Paine was “regarded by respectable society, both Federalist and Republican, as a person to be avoided, a character to be feared” (History of the United States, vol. I, 1889, p. 317)

... The last seven years of Paine's life were spent partly in Bordentown, partly in New York City and in New Rochelle. They were marked by poverty, declining health, and social ostracism.

... In these final years of Paine's life center many of the tales told to his discredit--that he was a drunkard, a coward, an adulterer, a tavern atheist. Many of these have no basis at all. But one thing is certain; whether deservedly or not, his last years were those of an outcast.

... That of drunkenness is a different matter. Too many people, friends and foes alike, have mentioned Paine's fondness for the brandy bottle for the fact of his drinking to be disputed. In his old age, he probably drank rather frequently. But he never was, as fanatics have charged, a dipsomaniac, nor did he die in delirium tremens. He seems always to have been careless about his personal appearance, and age and ostracism made him in his last years a trifle unlovely.

... But Paine is moving, almost passionate, in a curiously contentious way; his aphorisms lack the sleek touch of common sense. Paine was always pleading a cause; his books are arguments, rather than expositions. Occasionally his pleading seems unnecessarily involved, or descends to endless chicanery.

... To the majority of Englishmen and Americans, his name has been anathema. Not even his services during the Revolution have made him popular in the land which, after the abstract Republic of Man, he held most dear. There are signs, however, that the “atheist” is being forgotten in the patriot. ... The discredit into which Paine fell is no doubt explicable partly by the fact that he was temperamentally a rebel, a socially disreputable professional agitator, and that America has done its best to live down this aspect of its origins; partly by the fact that his life was an unheroic sequence of purely literary struggles.
Mark Philp, “Paine, Thomas (1737–1809)”, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.   © Oxford University Press 2004–6.
... His career was cut short in August 1765 when he was dismissed from his post for ‘stamping’—certifying examinations not actually made.  He was forced to resume stay-making, finding work at Diss under a Mr Gudgeon, from where he wrote apologizing to the excise board.

... He returned to Lewes in mid-April 1773 to face the collapse of his business affairs. Little or nothing is known of Paine in the year subsequent to his return, but the following April he received a double blow, being dismissed from the excise on 8 April 1774 for ‘having quitted his business, without obtaining the Board's Leave for so doing, and being gone off on account of the Debts which he hath contracted’, and being forced to sell off by auction on 14 April ‘all the household furniture, stock in trade and other effects … also a horse tobacco and snuff mill, with all the utensils for cutting tobacco and grinding off snuff’ (Conway, Life, 1.29–30). Moreover, in May 1774 Paine and his wife separated, with a formal document being signed on 4 June 1774. Twenty years later the separation generated extensive prurient speculation, with reports that the marriage was not consummated, but Paine remained characteristically reticent: ‘It is nobody's business but my own: I had cause for it, but I will name it to no one’ (Rickman, 47).

... What is clear is that Paine's early life was not a success and that he was probably heartily glad to leave England behind him and to embark on a new set of challenges in the new world.

... In France Paine made a number of new acquaintances. Franklin's grandnephew, Jonathan Williams, found him ‘a pleasant as well as sensible man’ (Aldridge, Man of Reason, 87). Elkanah Wilson, on the other hand, described him as ‘coarse and uncouth in his manners, loathsome in his appearance, and a disgusting egoist, rejoicing most in talking of himself and reading the effusions of his mind’ (Hawke, 116). Moreover, Wilson claimed he was filthy of appearance, awkward and unseemly in address, and that he stank from being treated for scabies—a fault Wilson cured by insisting Paine took a bath.

... It is unclear exactly when Paine wrote The Age of Reason (Conway, Life, 2.100; Hawke, 293, 446). Paine made conflicting statements, but it seems likely that he began early in 1793 and in March was able to turn over a number of completed chapters to Lanthenas for translation and setting. ... In his introduction to part 2 he claimed that he had written the book without either a New or Old Testament to hand, and that he had seen the likelihood of his arrest and had hurriedly drawn the work to a close. Neither circumstance harmed the text. The Age of Reason is a trenchant and uncompromising attack on Christianity and all formal religions together with a brief statement of Paine's religious beliefs.

... During his illness, his long-standing sense of grievance towards America for having forsaken him in the Luxembourg prison finally spilt over, crystallizing into certainty that Washington had served him treacherously. He wrote a long, acerbic letter to James Madison complaining of Washington's treatment of him. Monroe sought to dissuade Paine, or at least to persuade him that he should not attack the president when he was a guest of his ambassador, but Paine sent at least one angry letter that reached Washington.

... Within two months of Agrarian Justice Paine published Decline and Fall of the English System of Finance (1796), an analysis of the financing of the British national debt and its exponential growth which predicted the collapse of the fiscal system as the government sought to fund the current war. The Council of Five Hundred voted for it to be officially printed and distributed, and it served to reintroduce Paine into the political circles of the Directory, which increasingly turned to him for advice on France's relations with America. This, in turn, raised further problems for Monroe, who suspected that Paine was indiscreet with information he obtained by residing with him. Moreover, Paine's anger at Washington resurfaced in public outbursts, and Monroe was finally forced to ask him to find alternative lodgings. Once he had done so—in the spring of 1796 he moved to rooms in Suresnes, a suburb of Paris—there was little to stop him from venting his anger in print. His Letter to Washington (1796) is a long, rambling piece, prefaced by an attack on Jay's treaty and side-swiping at many of America's elder statesmen. The portrait of Washington is unmitigatedly critical, and extends back to accusations of a lacklustre performance as leader of the army during the war. Paine arranged to have it published in America, where it tarnished his reputation still further with the federalists and embarrassed most republicans. It is probably Paine's least likeable publication, even if many found The Age of Reason more deeply offensive.

... Paine was also sought out by Bonaparte, who claimed he slept with a copy of Rights of Man under his pillow, with whom he discussed the prospects for an invasion of England. In December 1797 he wrote two essays canvassing the design and financing of a fleet of 1000 gunboats to carry an invasion force across the channel, but Bonaparte abandoned the idea of attacking England in favour of Egypt in the first part of 1798. His sense of the increasing betrayal of France by the American administration, now under his long-standing enemy John Adams, may have driven him to the ultimate form of sedition—an article appeared in Bonneville's newspaper Le Bien Informé in September 1798 advising the government on the best means to conquer America.

... Paine arrived in Baltimore on 18 October 1802 to a seemingly friendly reception. But the impression was fleeting. He was temporarily arrested on a dubious charge of indebtedness, and the federalists immediately sought to make capital of Paine's irreligion and Jefferson's offer of a public vessel. When he arrived in Washington only Jefferson and the most ardent republicans welcomed him. Even old colleagues, such as Benjamin Rush and Samuel Adams, turned against him because of his religious heterodoxy.

... He left Washington in February and visited Bordentown. When he tried to catch the coach on to New York he was refused admittance by the coachman on account of his infidelity, and a crowd hissed and booed him as he left on horseback.

... On Christmas eve, 1805, Christopher Derrick, whom Paine had employed to look after the farm while in New York the previous year, combined an overindulgence in drink with bottled-up resentment against Paine and fired a musket at him while he was reading in his living room. Paine escaped without harm. Characteristically, he refused to press charges.

... In the spring of 1806 Paine left the farm to lodge in a local inn, where his friend William Carver found him weeks later, dishevelled, unshaven, drunk, and a good deal the worse for wear.

... From a wide variety of sources it seems clear that Paine drank to excess, especially when under strain; that he could be extremely lazy and self-indulgent; that he was prone to exaggerate his contribution to the world of politics, theology, and philosophy; that he lacked restraint in expounding his principles in company; that he bragged of disinterestedness in publishing as he did, then clamoured for compensation; that he was a hopeless manager of money and was not particular about repaying his debts; that in matters of dress and appearance he fell short of the standards of many of his contemporaries; and that his once rather handsome appearance was ravaged by his indulgence in alcohol.  Moreover, after his imprisonment and illness these faults were exacerbated and his bitterness over his fate frequently clouded his judgement. ... If there is a balanced picture to be had, it is that he was a man from a poor background in an aristocratic age, whose capacity to offend was increasingly enhanced by his lack of deference and his sense of his own importance.

... And although his religious writings did most to stir up hostility against him for 100 years or more—with Teddy Roosevelt describing him in 1888 as ‘a filthy little atheist’ (Roosevelt, 289)—many working-class readers found in them the resources with which to rethink their religious commitments, just as the other writings allowed them to rework their politics.
