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‘William Penn’ and ‘The Worlds of William
Penn’ Review: A Trans-Atlantic ‘Holy
Experiment’
By 1680, Penn was a bold voice in English Quakerism, advocating tolerance for all religious dissenters and
petitioning the king for land in America.
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Philadelphians are naturally familiar with William Penn, Pennsylvania’s founder—or at least
they are with Alexander Milne Calder’s immense bronze sculpture of him, which has loomed
over the city from atop City Hall since 1894. If they know something about Penn’s life, it is
probably from the sentimentalized version of it that has been passed down through the
generations, with a big assist from the mythmaker Parson Weems. Following up on his
biography of George Washington—in which the virtuous young George refused to lie about

having chopped down his father’s cherry tree—Weems penned a treacly 1822 biography of
Penn, the virtuous founder of a successful colony. In reality, of course, Penn (1644-1718) was a
more complicated—and more interesting—man than Weems’s portrait of him, as Andrew R.
Murphy, a Rutgers University political scientist, makes clear in his admirable “William Penn: A
Life.”
Born in London and baptized in the Church of England, Penn became an intensely pious,
spiritually introspective youth, which, when he became a student at Christ Church, Oxford, in
1660, set him apart from his many less devout fellows. He grew disenchanted, Mr. Murphy says,
with both the “ritualistic Anglican ceremonialism” and the “widespread Restoration
libertinism” that prevailed there. Later, while in Ireland in 1667, tending to his father’s estate in
Cork, Penn at age 23 joined the Society of Friends—much to the dismay of his father, a British
admiral and famed naval war hero. He also likely spent time then, along with 18 other Quakers,
in the Cork prison, charged with having violated a 1661 royal proclamation banning Quaker
Meetings.
By 1680, when Penn petitioned King Charles II for
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land in America—which the king soon granted
him—Penn had established himself as “a bold
new voice” in English Quakerism. He defended
Quakers against their critics, mediated intraQuaker disputes, and strongly advocated freedom
of conscience and toleration for all Dissenters,
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But it was not as a refuge from persecution, “at
least not explicitly,” that Penn wanted an
American colony, Mr. Murphy says, for Quakers

“generally embraced their status as persecuted martyrs, and frowned on attempts to evade
punishment.” Penn wanted the colony to be what he called a “holy experiment”: an example for
nations, run on Quaker principles but open to Protestant non-Quakers, who would enjoy both
religious freedom and civil liberty and take part in representative government. Penn himself,
chronically unable to live within his means, also expected to proﬁt: “I desire to extend religious
freedom,” he wrote in July 1681, “yet I want some recompense for my trouble.”
Penn soon set sail for Pennsylvania and stayed there almost two years (1682-84). He then
returned to England, where he lived for the rest of his life, visiting America only one more time,
in 1699-1701. He would ﬁnd the eﬀort to control aﬀairs in his colony (and to get his desired
recompense) from 3,000 miles away extremely frustrating. But he had much more on his mind
in those decades than his utopian experiment.

“Penn’s intellectual, religious, social, and political center of gravity always remained in
England,” Mr. Murphy writes, and Restoration England was a turbulent place. By the time
Charles II died in 1685, Penn had allied himself (despite his own deep distrust of Catholicism)
with the king’s openly Catholic younger brother, James, Duke of York, who in the mid-1670s had
declared himself “against all persecution for the sake of religion.”

James’s accession to the throne gave Penn increased inﬂuence at court and the prospect of
some success in his long crusade for freedom of conscience and toleration. But his alliance with
the Catholic king eventually had disastrous consequences for him, as he became identiﬁed with
the increasingly unpopular ruler. And then came the Glorious Revolution. To remove James II
and his Catholicism from the throne, William of Orange—the Dutch chief magistrate and
staunchly Protestant husband of James’s daughter, Mary—invaded England with his army. By
the end of 1688, Mr. Murphy writes, “James would be in France, and William Penn would be
under suspicion of treason.” That suspicion intensiﬁed in 1689 after William and Mary were
crowned king and queen of England. Imprisoned several times for his association with the nowdeposed James, Penn in 1691 went into hiding. It would take years for him to clear his name.
Meanwhile, his American colony
was also in turmoil. The socalled Lower Counties (which
would eventually become
Delaware) were, according to Mr.
Murphy, “nearly ready to
secede” from Pennsylvania.
Their inhabitants, more
ethnically and religiously
diverse, resented Pennsylvania
Quakers’ dominance of
government and were even more
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resentful when—after William
took England to war against
France in 1689—the paciﬁstic Quakers refused to contribute men or money to defend the
colony. Penn, whom the colonists had come to regard as “an absentee landlord” with scant
understanding of American political realities, had begun thinking as early as 1686 of turning his
colony back to the crown. As his troubles mounted, he intermittently pursued the idea,
wanting, of course, adequate recompense in exchange.

Penn’s money woes never left him. He had used
Pennsylvania as collateral for loans from Philip
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Ford, his longtime agent and business manager,
and after Ford’s death in 1702, Ford’s widow and
children took Penn to court. The dispute led to
Penn’s conﬁnement in London’s Fleet Prison for
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debtors for eight months in 1708, an episode that
Mr. Murphy features in the prologue to his
biography. “Conﬁnement in the Fleet was not
pleasant for Penn,” he says, “although the
situation could have been much worse. He was
granted permission to lodge a block away.”

For all the drama in Penn’s life, Mr. Murphy, inhibited perhaps by his extensive research and
devotion to detail, has not quite managed to transform that life into a page-turner. But patient
readers may still ﬁnd themselves drawn into the narrative and Penn’s tempestuous transAtlantic world. Such readers may want to go on to read “The Worlds of William Penn,” a
collection of 18 essays on Penn and his “worlds” (American, English, Irish and Quaker), edited
by Mr. Murphy and University of California historian John Smolenski.
In one illuminating essay, historian Scott Sowerby notes how unlikely the alliance between the
Quaker Penn and the Catholic James II was. Penn’s realization that some Catholics, like James,
had disavowed religious persecution generally, Mr. Sowerby says, “led to Penn’s signal
contribution as a political theorist: he was willing to support the extension of toleration to
Catholics at a time when many others, including John Locke, adopted an accommodating stance
toward the exclusion of Catholics from full citizenship.” On a less (but also more) lofty note,
Philadelphians eager to learn how the 37-foot-tall statue of Penn came to be placed high above
them will want to read Elizabeth Milroy’s essay, which also straightforwardly describes a semicomical, doomed eﬀort to transfer Penn’s mortal remains from England to Philadelphia.
—Mr. Landers, a writer in Baltimore, posts his reviews at robertklanders.com.
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