
...Thetford, Norfolk

Thomas Paine Trail

If you’ve got the

independence...Explore more...

The trail does not end here.. .
For more trails and general information on things to see
and do contact :
Thetford Tourism and Heritage Partnership
King’s House, King Street, Thetford, Norfolk IP24 2AP
01842 820689
info@thetfordtourism.co.uk www.explorethetford.co.uk
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Quotes from Thomas Paine

Thomas Paine was eminently quotable. He wrote in a direct, often witty

style which was aimed to appeal to the class of educated artisans from

which he himself had come. A selection of quotes, taken from several of

his writings are reproduced below; the sources are indicated in bold.

A body of men holding themselves accountable to nobody,

ought not to be trusted by anybody.
Rights of Man, part 1, 1791

It is time that nations should be rational, and not be 

governed like animals, for the pleasure of their riders.
Rights of Man, part 2, 1792

When opinions are free, either in matters of government

or religion, truth will finally and powerfully prevail.
The Age of Reason, part 2, 1795

The moral principle of revolutions is to instruct, not 

to destroy.
Dissertation on First Principles......, 1795

Wealth is no proof of moral character; nor poverty of the

want of it.
Dissertation on First Principles......,1795

All hereditary government over a people is to them 

a species of slavery, and representative government 

is freedom.
Rights of Man, part 2, 1792

Introduction

Thomas Paine was one of democracy's greatest champions whose work

was hugely influential in both American and French Revolutions.  He

earned a reputation as the greatest political figure of his day and the

author of the eighteenth century's three best selling books.

Born in 1737, Paine's early experience of Thetford life, such as the grim

system of justice and unfair voting systems, shaped his views in later

years.  For his first 37 years, he was relatively unknown.  But after

emigration to America in 1774, Paine became the key political thinker

during the revolutionary struggle with the British.  His pamphlet

‘Common Sense’ (1776) is said to have swung American popular opinion

in favour of independence. 

After the American War of Independence, Paine turned his attention to

his other great love – practical science.  He returned to Europe in 1787, to

promote his design for a cast-iron bridge.  However, his plans were

overtaken by the outbreak of the French Revolution.  

His ‘Rights of Man’ called for a democratic republic and frightened the

British Establishment. Accused of encouraging rebellion, Paine was forced

to flee from England in 1792.  Given a hero’s welcome in France he served

as a deputy in the National Convention.  Paine helped draft the 1793

French constitution and narrowly escaped the guillotine during 'the

Terror'.  His book, ‘The Age of Reason’, written in France, was a

sensational argument for a secular society.

Paine returned to America in 1802, and died in New York in 1809, at the

age of 72.  His remains were returned to England by William Cobbett in

1819 but were subsequently lost, so ironically this first great ‘Citizen of the

World’ has no known final resting place.

Produced by the Thetford Tourism and Heritage Partnership
Contributions from Chad Goodwin (Thomas Paine Society) and David Osborne
(local historian).

Thetford is a town that’s full

of surprises. 

From being the Saxon capital of

East Anglia, to an important

medieval religious centre, an

elegant 19th century spa and later

the manufacturing base of the

world-famous Burrell steam

engines, Thetford’s seen a lot 

of life.

Nowadays visitors can uncover a

treasure trove of history, relax by

the attractive riverside, marvel at

the huge earthworks or discover

the wildlife of the magnificent

forest.

Thetford has more than you

bargained for.

History

Follow our special trails to discover Thetford’s fascinating past. Learn

about the priceless Thetford Treasure. Hear about the colourful

characters that shaped the town’s history. Explore the romantic ruins of

the 12th century Cluniac Priory. Visit the 15th century timber-framed

Ancient House Museum or admire the majestic Burrell Steam Engines. 

And nearby, descend 10m into an underground flint mine and discover

for yourself the conditions that Stone Age Man experienced over 4,000

years ago.

Famous Figures

Thetford has been linked to many famous figures whose lives have

shaped the history of the town – for better and for worse! 

Learn about the flame-haired warrior Queen Boudica, the ruthless King

Swein Forkbeard, the enterprising engineer Charles Burrell, the

controversial writer Tom Paine, the royal ruler Maharajah Duleep Singh,

and the eccentric Harry Bensley who accepted a bet of $100,000 to walk

around the world pushing a pram, wearing an iron mask, and taking only

£1 in money. Thetford was also the setting for the hit BBC comedy ‘Dad’s

Army’, filmed in the town in the 1960’s and 1970’s.

Welcome to Thetford

Discover their stories, follow their trails and live life in Thetford through a

whole different era.

Forest and Wildlife

Make the most of our great outdoors in Britain’s largest lowland pine

forest. With walking, cycling, visitor centre, adventure playground and the

great rope course challenge, as well as dozens of special events, there’s

plenty to keep everyone occupied however active you want to be.

Thetford Forest is the perfect place to get back to nature and discover

wild animals in their natural habitat. Here you are likely to spot rabbits,

deer, or even the rare red squirrel. Bird lovers will be delighted by golden

pheasants, goshawks, woodlarks and nightjars. And night-time is when

the bats come out.  There’s never a quiet moment in the Forest!

River and Townscape

Back in town, take time out to relax by our tranquil riverside and enjoy a

lazy picnic or impromptu ice-cream as you watch the ducks drift by. Visit

England’s tallest medieval earthwork known as Castle Hill. Touch the

ancient walls of rows of old flint cottages. Or while away an hour or two

in our pretty Forgotten Garden or the popular King’s House gardens -

perfect places to escape the bustle of busy life yet only minutes from the

town centre. 

The Brecks

Thetford lies at the heart of the Brecks which covers 370 square miles 

of countryside in Norfolk and Suffolk in the heart of East Anglia. 

One of Britain’s great natural areas, the Brecks has a distinctive landscape

of forest, heathland and belts of twisted Scots pines. Many threatened

species such as the Stone Curlew take refuge in this outstanding area 

for wildlife.

Get off the beaten track and explore this unique area by taking one of

the many walking, cycling or riding routes.   

Come and discover it for yourself.

Accommodation

Hotels 
The Anchor Hotel16 rooms

Bridge Street, Thetford IP24 3AE                   01842 763925

The Bell Hotel47 rooms

King Street, Thetford IP24 2AZ01842 754455
RAC/AA ★★★English Tourist Board çççç

The Historical Thomas Paine Hotel13 rooms

33 White Hart Street, Thetford IP24 1AA01842 755631
AA★★English Tourist Board ççç

Wereham House Hotel8 rooms

White Hart Street, Thetford IP24 1AD01842 761956
English Tourist Board çç

Bed &Breakfast
The Old Rectory3 rooms

30 Raymond Street, Thetford IP24 2EA 01842 765419

The Pink Cottage3 rooms

43 Magdalen Street, Thetford IP24 2BP  01842 764564

The White House 6 rooms

4 Raymond Street, Thetford IP24 2EA  01842 754546

Campsites
The Dower House Touring ParkCampsite and Bar, 

West Harling, Thetford NR16 2SE160 pitches - Tourers/Tents

English Tourist Board ✓✓✓✓ Silver David Bellamy Award01953 717314

Puddledock Farm CampsiteTouring site – 30 pitches

Great Hockham, Thetford IP24 1PAToilets/Shower.  No electric

01953 498455

Thorpe Woodlands CampsiteBasic Touring Site, 134 pitches

Shadwell, Thetford IP24 2RX01842 751042

General Information

Thetford Tourist Information01842 820689

Market DaysTuesday and Saturday - Market Place

Early ClosingWednesday (not all shops close)

National Bus Enquiries0870 608 2608

National Rail Enquiries0845 748 4950 

Library01842 752048

For further information on any of the attractions 
or accommodation in and around Thetford, 
please call 01842 820689.  

Ancient House Museum01842 752599
15th century timber framed house with exhibitions on local history and
interactive display on the Brecks.  Currently free admission (except
July/August).

Charles Burrell Museumwww.24hourmuseum.org.uk
Former paint and finishing shop of Charles Burrell and Sons traction engine
company with recreated workshops, steam engines and agricultural
machinery, photographs, letters and documents.  Small charge. 

Grimes Graves 01842 810656
7 miles north-west of Thetford, off A134. 4,000 year old Neolithic flint mines.
Visitors may view the exhibition then don a hard hat and descend one of the
pits! Small charge,

High Lodge Forest Centre  01842 815434 
There is something for everyone at High Lodge located in Britain’s largest
lowland pine forest.  Walks, cycle hire, Go Ape high wire assault course,
adventure playground, maze, and forest shop and tea room. Special events.
Picnic areas.

King’s House Gardens   01842 754247
Escape the hustle and bustle of King Street and ramble through the beautiful
gardens located behind King’s House. Free admission.  Also tennis courts and
bowling green.  Book through the Town Council.

Nunnery Lakes Nature Reserve
Interesting mixture of semi-natural habitats including woodland, Breck heath,
fen and open water.   Two kilometres of permissive footpaths with
interpretation boards and observation hide. Free admission.

Thetford Art Gallery and Coffee Shop   01842 766599
Browse through works by local artists and craftspeople or discover your own
artistic talents in an art class.  Hours: Tues, Thurs, Fri, and Sat 10am – 4pm.
Free admission.

Thetford’s Forgotten Garden
Thetford’s very own secret garden lay abandoned and overgrown for 30 years
until a local community group revived it to its former beauty.  Situated in the
grounds of Ford Place it is open to the public Thursday to Sunday, 10am-6pm.

Thetford Priory
Established in 1104, the Cluniac Priory was once an important religious centre
for pilgrims from around the world.  Today the extensive ruins remain to
explore.  Free admission.

Thetford Warren Lodge  
Ruins of a two-storeyed medieval warreners’ lodge, just 2 miles west of
Thetford, off B1107.   Built c. 1400 for the Prior of Thetford’s warreners.  
Can only be viewed from outside.

Waterworld 01842 753110
Fun leisure pool featuring waves, rapids, water cannons, and flume;
competition size main pool for serious swimming and teaching pool for
parents with under 5s.  Fitness centre, saunas, steam rooms, sports hall, racket
sports facilities and bar/cafeteria.  Admission charge.

Attractions in and 
aroundThetford
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Trail Map Thomas Paine

Key

Thomas Paine Trail

Pedestrian Precinct

Public Car Parks

Public Toilets

Thetford Tourist Information

Almost 200 years after his death, Thomas Paine continues to be

controversial!  He is the most famous - or should that be, infamous? - son

of Thetford.  From humble beginnings, he became the most widely read

and influential pamphleteer of his day.

"Every man must, finally, see the necessity of protecting the rights of

others, as the most effectual security for his own."

Having played an important role in both the American and French

Revolutions, he was eventually hounded out of England - for daring to tell

ordinary people that they had rights, for being a freethinker, a republican,

and above all else, a democrat.

"A body of men holding
themselves accountable to
nobody, ought not to be
trusted by anybody" 

Rights of Man, part 1, 1791

The Society was founded in 1963 to counter the widespread
misunderstanding of Paine’s life and writings.  One of its first acts was to
support the preservation of ‘Grey Gables’, the reputed birthplace of
Paine, which was threatened with demolition.

Its aims are "to promote the recognition of Thomas Paine’s contribution
to the cause of freedom, and to spread a knowledge of his works and
activities with a view to encouraging the growth of a similar spirit of
constructive criticism in every aspect of contemporary public life."

For more information, visit www.thomaspaine.org.uk

The Thomas Paine Society 
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>>> 7. Carnegie Room
On your left is the Carnegie

Room. Late in the 17th century

the Society of Friends, commonly

called Quakers, had a thatched

meeting house built here, under

the shadow of the ancient

Guildhall. The meeting house was ruinous by the early years of the 20th

century and was demolished soon afterwards; the site is now covered by

the paved area in front of the Carnegie Room, "Paine’s parents had an

Anglican wedding, at nearby Euston, but Joseph Paine was a Quaker.  The

Friends community in Thetford was not very active at the time and it

remains arguable how influential Joseph’s Quakerism was upon his son."

Continue your walk up Cage Lane and turn left into the Market Place.

>>> 8. Guildhall
There have been several Guildhalls standing on this site since the first

one was built in the 14th century. The present building was built in the

early years of the 20th century. When Thomas Paine lived here it was ‘a

building of black flint’ where the Corporation of Thetford held their ‘halls’

or assemblies and the annual Lent Assize, when serious crimes were tried

before an itinerant judge appointed by the Crown, were held in the court

room. It is certain that Paine’s ideology was formed here – undoubtedly

having witnessed the pomp and ceremony surrounding the assize and

the harshness of 18th century justice administered there. Moreover, he

would surely have joined in the crowds to view the hustings prior to the

election of Borough Councillors and Thetford’s Members of Parliament.

Thomas Paine was fully aware that he lived in one of the most corrupt of

the so-called ‘rotten boroughs’. Thetford was represented by two

Members of Parliament who were chosen by just thirty-one electors – the

Mayor, Aldermen and Councillors. In Paine’s day, no-one else in the town

of about 2,000 people had the vote!

Proceed to the opposite side of the Market

Place towards St. Cuthbert’s Church.

>>> 9. St Cuthbert’s Church
It may seem surprising that both of Paine’s

parents were buried here at St Cuthbert’s –

his father in 1786 and his mother in 1790.

Why not at St Peter’s, which was at the bottom

of their road? The answer lies in the complex

history of the town.  A major religious centre,

9

period.  Paine would not

recognise the bridge we see

today; it was erected 20 years

after his death.  He surely would

have approved of it though ;

after all, he returned to Europe

in 1787 precisely to promote his

own design for a cast iron bridge!

Continue along Bridge Street to the Grammar School.

>>> 4. Grammar School
The rectangular, flint building with the bell tower is the original school

building where Thomas Paine was educated. The building to the right

with the turreted entrance houses a small library dedicated to Thomas

Paine. Thomas’s father, Joseph Paine, a master stay or corset maker, was 

a freeman of the Borough of Thetford which entitled him to have his son

educated at the Grammar School, at reduced fees. Thomas later wrote,

"my parents were not able to give me a shilling beyond what they gave

me in education, and to do this they distressed themselves." 

He probably attended the school between the ages of eight to 

thirteen years. 

On leaving school, he was then apprenticed to his father. Given the state

of educational provision at the time, this would have been quite a good

start in life!

Retrace your steps and turn right into the public car park just before the

Town Bridge. Cross the three-way footbridge at the joining of the rivers

Thet and Little Ouse.

>>> 5. Footbridge
In Paine’s day, the area where you are now standing was surrounded by

industry and trade that included malting houses, a tannery and the

Anchor quay or wharf, from where large quantities of coal were off

loaded from river barges. 

Follow the riverside path to your right, alongside the car park (once the

tannery yard) to the riverside kiosk – proceed across the carpark to the

Thetford Library. 

>>> 6.Thetford Library
Inside the library, upstairs on the first floor, is one of the best collections

of Thomas Paine material in the country and is available for study by

prior appointment.

Continue for a few metres past the library and turn left into Cage Lane

(formerly Old Meeting Lane).

4 8

>>> 1.Thomas Paine Hotel,White Hart Street
The trail starts at the Thomas Paine Hotel, White Hart Street. There is a

strong local tradition that the Paine home stood on the site now occupied

by the Thomas Paine Hotel at the top end of Bridgegate, as White Hart

Street was known in the 18th century. It is around here that Thomas Paine

is believed to have been born on the 29th January 1737. 

Take a moment to read the commemorative plaque on the outside of

the hotel. 

During World War 2, the hotel building was a private residence called

"Grey Gables". The plaque was placed here as a tribute from the

American aircrew of a B17 named "Thomas Paine", based at nearby

Knettishall.  The aircraft bore the legend ”Tyranny, like hell, is not easily

conquered”, - a quote from the first of Paine’s American Crisis papers,

which maintained American morale during the War of Independence.  

In these essays, Paine was the first to use the term "The United States 

of America".

Leave the hotel and proceed down White Hart Street. Some of the old

coaching inns may still be recognised by their carriage entrances. 

>>> 2. Ancient House Museum (re-opens late 2006)

The museum has a small collection of Paine artifacts on display,

including a copy of his death mask and a commemorative stone that was

fixed in the base of a signpost which stood at the top of the road, close to

the Thomas Paine Hotel, in the 1920s and 30s. This was Thetford’s first

memorial to Thomas Paine, who was then considered by many ‘locals’ to

have been a traitor to his country of birth. There is also a short

introductory film on Paine’s life and works.

Leave the museum and continue to St Peter’s Church at the bottom of

the street. 

- Note the church tower of black flint rebuilt in 1789, year of the French

Revolution – a significant date in Paine’s life! 

Continue along Bridge Street to the Town Bridge. 

>>> 3.Town Bridge
In Paine’s day, the Little Ouse River marked the county boundary.  You

would be about to cross from

Norfolk into Suffolk.  Thetford

has moved its central focus

several times; the main Anglo-

Saxon town was on the "Suffolk"

side, it migrated to the opposite

bank by the early medieval

Thomas Paine Trail 
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Probably the most frequently asked

question about the statue is: why is Paine

holding Rights of Man upside down? No

matter how you try to imagine the hand

moving, the book remains the wrong way

up!  It has often been suggested that

maybe the sculptor, Sir Charles Wheeler,

was not a fan of Paine, and so he wanted to

snub him by this device.  In fact, the

opposite is the case:  Wheeler actually

admitted that this was a deliberate trick to

get people talking about the statue – and

hence, about the subject himself!

www.explorethetford.co.uk

Did you know?

Thetford had possibly thirteen separate parishes in the early

medieval period.  This couldn’t possibly be maintained. Over several

centuries, the parishes were gradually amalgamated, until just three

remained.  A map from 1807, drawn by the Town Clerk of the time,

clearly shows that the top end of Bridgegate owed its tithes, and its

allegiance, to St Cuthbert’s – hence this church was the family

resting place. Although not for Thomas!

Walk down King Street. At the bottom of the road, opposite the Bell

Hotel, and in front of the King’s House, we reach:

>>> 10.Thomas Paine Statue
Erected in 1964, and designed by Sir Charles Wheeler, R.A.  The

suggestion that a statue to Paine should be erected in the town of his

birth sparked an extraordinary controversy.  The American Joseph

Lewis, an ardent follower of Paine, decided to take literally the

apocryphal attribution to Napoleon Bonaparte that a gold statue of

Paine be erected in every city.  At the time, it was clear that not every

citizen of his birthplace agreed! The ensuing controversy made the

pages of the national press, and led directly to the establishment of

the Thomas Paine Society! Today Paine is gaining more acceptance

from the residents of Thetford, so much so that the local 6th form

has been named after him.  Around the plinth you will find a

selection of some of the best known quotes from Paine’s writings.


