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HENRY DAVID THOREAU (1817-1862), TRANSCENDENTALIST
author and poet, spent a night in jail in July 1846 for refusing to pay
poll taxes because of his opposition to the Mexican-American War and
to the practice of slavery. Developed later in his essay On the Duty of

Civil Disobedience, Thoreau’s doctrines of individual conscience celebrated resis-
tance to public authority on the grounds that, to be just, a citizen should not mere-
ly refrain from unjust activities, but had to actively challenge such activities when
they were countenanced and sustained by public power. If paying taxes made a citi-
zen complicit in injustices, then refusing to pay them represented one’s moral duty.

Given Thoreau’s teachings it was thus appropriate that, more than a cen-
tury later, the distribution of “Thoreau Money” became a feature of anti-war

protests during the 1960s. Produced by the Committee for Nonviolent
Action (CNVA) and the War Resistors’ League (WRL), Thoreau Money
served as a handbill that explained the theory and practice of war tax
resistance.

While Thoreau’s refusal remains perhaps the most well-
known American example, war tax resistance dates back before
the founding of the American republic. Traditionally undertak-
en by historical peace churches such as the Quakers, after
World War II such tax resistance spread in response to the
expansion of a peacetime military establishment and the
growth of nuclear arsenals. Groups like the WRL (founded
1923) and the Peacemakers (1948) gave organized expression
to pacifism from a secular perspective, including stratagems
for avoiding taxes that paid for war.

The nuclear arms race of the 1950s imparted a new
urgency to the movement and encouraged new forms of anti-
war resistance. The CNVA, founded in 1959, sought to engage
in Gandhian-style “direct action” that employed targeted
episodes of civil disobedience to create publicity for the pacifist
cause. Led by long-time peace activist A.J. Muste and Bradford
Lyttle, the CNVA organized protests against ICBM sites near

Omaha, nuclear testing grounds near Las Vegas, and even attempted to
launch a vessel, The Golden Rule, into the Eniwetok Proving Grounds in

the Pacific Ocean where the U.S. also tested nuclear weapons. Other notable
activities in the early 1960s included “Walks for Peace” from San Francisco to
Moscow, and from Quebec to Cuba. As the Vietnam War became a major focus of
popular discontent, Muste and other CNVA members traveled to South Vietnam in
1966 to protest American involvement there. Unlike more mainstream anti-war
and pacifist groups, the CNVA’s tactics paralleled those of the civil rights move-
ment, using acts of civil disobedience like trespassing and obstruction to provoke
official responses that would bring public attention to the pacifist cause. In addi-
tion to the national organization, regional branches of the CNVA were established
in New England and California. A Boston branch of the CNVA focused on the
burning of draft cards, acts which proved particularly incendiary in the city’s cli-
mate at that time.
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The New England branch of the CNVA, co-founded in 1960 by Marjorie
and Robert Swann, conducted ongoing protests against the construction and deploy-
ment of Polaris nuclear-armed submarines, which were being manufactured at
Electric Boat’s facility in Groton, CT. The husband and wife team, both early mem-
bers of the Peacemakers, first engaged in anti-war activism during World War II,
when Bob Swann served jail time for his refusal to enter military service. Marj Swann
later gained some notoriety in 1959, when as a mother of four she was arrested and
sent to prison for trespassing at an ICBM base near Omaha. In 1962 the NECNVA
established its headquarters at the “Polaris Action Farm” in Voluntown, CT, which
became a center for promoting nonviolent civil disobedience.

As America’s involvement in Vietnam deepened, tax resistance became more
organized. A national 10% charge on telephone bills, passed in 1966 to help fund the
Vietnam conflict, became a frequent target of war tax resisters, as was the federal
income tax itself, to which was added a 10% surcharge in 1968. Tax resisters were
counseled to withhold small amounts of federal tax, so as to force the IRS to spend
disproportionate amounts in enforcement and collection. Another common tactic by
tax resisters was the declaration of multiple fictitious dependents on their W-4s to
reduce their tax bills. In one extreme case, a Quaker couple in North Carolina, Lyle
and Sue Snider, claimed 3 billion dependents—about the population of the world at
the time! Other protesters went so far as to minimize their incomes through volun-
tary poverty so as to deprive the government of income.

Two versions of the “War Tax Protest” Thoreau Money exist, both denomi-
nated as “1 Peace Yen.”  The first, earlier version, was issued by the CNVA, CNVA-
West, and the New England CNVA, and features a crude frontal portrait of Thoreau,
with red overtones in the scrollwork. Probably derived from the 1856 daguerreotype
by Henry David Maxham (see page 66, it is an unflattering depiction (as Nathaniel
Hawthorne once described Thoreau, "he is ugly as sin, long-nosed, queer-mouthed”).
The second, later version uses a facsimile of Samuel Worcester Rouse’s kinder, 1854
crayon portrait of Thoreau as beardless, younger man (see page 73). Jointly issued by
the CNVA and the WRL, this second note features blue overtones in the scrollwork,
and dates from after the 1968 merger of the two organizations. Both notes were
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designed by Mark Morris, an artist associated with CNVA-West, and printed at
Grindstone Press in New London, CT. Grindstone Press produced a variety of
anti-war ephemera, ranging from handbills and pamphlets to posters, such as
Morris’ “Hang up on War” print promoting the CNVA’s campaign against the
10% telephone tax.

The obverses of both notes pose the question “why pray for peace and
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pay for war?” and urge recipients to “use this phony money in refusing to pay that
60% of your federal taxes that goes for war.”  War tax resisters publicized that
particular percentage, which was much larger than the official Pentagon budget,
on the grounds that the true financial burden of war ought to include the indirect
expenses of military establishment like veterans’ ben-
efits and pensions. 

The reverses assure that while “this money is
not negotiable, international disputes are.” The ratio-
nale for war tax resistance on each note is explained
in slightly different texts, but both notes exhort their
recipients, “rather than willfully paying for war, use
your money and imagination to help create nonvio-
lent alternatives to present policies and to promote
reconciliation.”

Coordinated CNVA protests using Thoreau
Money were timed for the traditional April 15th
deadline that millions of Americans faced for filing
their tax returns. For example, in honor of Thoreau’s
precedent, Marj Swann led a CNVA march in April
1965 from Walden Pond to the IRS office in down-
town Boston, handing out the fictitious notes along
the way. Meanwhile, members of the Tolstoy Farm,
an intentional community in Davenport, WA, dis-
tributed notes in front of the IRS offices in down-
town Spokane. At the same time, protesters in New
York City passed out the money to the thousands of
people lining to make last-minute payments at the IRS office on Church St.
Another report from April 1967 described Marj Swann leading a group picketing
the Norwich, CT office of the IRS, where the notes were also distributed.

War tax resistance
aimed not merely to starve
the government of funds,
but to transform the politi-
cal order itself. As Thoreau
wrote in his essay on civil
disobedience, “if a thou-
sand men were not to pay
their tax bills this year,
that would not be a violent
and bloody measure, as it
would be to pay them, and
enable the State to commit
violence and shed innocent
blood. This is, in fact, the
definition of a peaceable
revolution, if any such is
possible.” Yet even as the
deepening Vietnam con-
flict energized antiwar
protest and tax resistance
in particular, it also under-
mined the organizational
rationale for the CNVA.
A.J. Muste died in
February 1967, depriving
the group of its most pres-
tigious leader. In the con-
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text of spreading national discontent over the Vietnam War, the CNVA’s tactics of
civil disobedience looked less distinctive, and the following year the organization
voted to merge with the WRL. After this merger, the New England branch run by the
Swanns chose to remain a separate entity for several years longer. Bob Swann later
focused his activism on community economics and, along with Paul Salstrom, anoth-
er participant in the NECNVA, became associates of Ralph Borsodi in his attempt to
create a “Constant” currency (see Paper Money, September/October 2013). By 1969,
burgeoning efforts to promote tax avoidance were consolidated within a new organi-
zation founded by Brad Lyttle and others, National War Tax Resistance, which exists
to this day. The “Polaris Action” farm in Voluntown now functions as Voluntown
Peace Trust, and continues to promote strategies for nonviolent social change.
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