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    In Benjamin Franklin, John S. C. Abbott presents the story of how disciplined self-education, practical ingenuity, and devotion to the common good can lift an individual from obscurity to enduring influence, tracing a life that moves from the pressroom to the laboratory and the council chamber while reflecting the wider transformation of colonial America into a self-aware republic, with challenges that test character, choices that balance private ambition and public responsibility, and discoveries that link curiosity to civic progress in ways that feel both historically grounded and persistently relevant.

This work is a narrative biography set largely in the milieu of colonial and revolutionary America and written by the American historian John S. C. Abbott. Published in the late nineteenth century, it belongs to an era of accessible life-writing intended for general readers and students of national history. Its stance is reflective of its time: earnest, morally inflected, and focused on exemplary character. As a study in formation, it situates Franklin’s rise within a world of apprenticeships, pamphlets, civic associations, and early scientific societies, inviting readers to observe how personal habits and public institutions shape one another over time.

Abbott offers a chronological portrait that begins with modest circumstances and follows Franklin’s widening sphere of activity through printing, inquiry, and public service, presenting episodes that showcase resourcefulness without exhausting the reader with minutiae. The voice is clear and instructive, favoring concise exposition over speculation and using illustrative anecdotes to reveal patterns of choice and consequence. The mood is steady and admiring, typical of nineteenth-century biography, yet attentive to setbacks that refine character. Readers can expect a measured pace, lucid storytelling, and an emphasis on how daily discipline, practical intelligence, and civic-mindedness develop into a life of broad usefulness.

Several themes anchor the book’s appeal. Self-education stands at the core, framed not as isolated striving but as a social act that enriches communities. Work, frugality, and mutual improvement appear as intertwined virtues rather than slogans, while curiosity functions as a bridge between household economies and public problem-solving. The narrative underscores the power of print culture to knit ideas and people together, and it considers how voluntary associations foster civic trust. Throughout, scientific experimentation is shown as both a method and a mindset, encouraging readers to see observation, iteration, and collaboration as tools for navigating uncertainty with integrity.

Abbott situates the subject against a backdrop of bustling towns, transatlantic exchanges, and a political culture learning to articulate rights and responsibilities. Without drowning the story in institutional detail, he sketches how a printer’s shop becomes a node of influence, how small clubs can incubate durable reforms, and how measured speech can defuse conflict. The emphasis is less on spectacle than on habits—reading, writing, organizing, testing—that scale from personal improvement to civic outcomes. By foregrounding character as a throughline, the book invites consideration of how credibility is earned, how trust circulates, and how influence grows by serving shared needs.

Modern readers may find the book resonant for its treatment of lifelong learning, ethical leadership, and the relationship between innovation and public purpose. It raises questions that remain urgent: How do we translate private discipline into public benefit? What responsibilities attend expertise? In an age of rapid communication, its attention to print culture offers a lens for thinking about media ecosystems and civic discourse. The portrayal of collaborative problem-solving models a form of ambition aligned with community health, encouraging reflection on resilience, coalition-building, and the patient arts of persuasion that sustain democratic life.

Approached on its own terms—as a lucid, nineteenth-century account that prizes clarity and moral insight—Benjamin Franklin offers a compelling, spoiler-safe invitation to witness how character develops under pressure and opportunity. Abbott’s prose favors the instructive over the ornamental, making the biography accessible to newcomers while still rewarding to seasoned readers of American history. Its portrait is shaped by the conventions of its time, yet its central questions remain fresh: what it means to learn, to work, and to serve. The result is a steady, thoughtful companion for anyone seeking example-driven reflections on curiosity, industry, and civic responsibility.
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    John S. C. Abbott’s Benjamin Franklin presents a chronological biography of the American statesman, inventor, and writer, from his Boston childhood to his final public acts. Abbott draws on letters, memoirs, and contemporary accounts to recount Franklin’s formation, work, and public service, setting episodes within the colonial and transatlantic context. The narrative emphasizes Franklin’s steady progression through trade, science, and politics, noting the institutions he helped create and the ideals he advanced. Without detouring into extended analysis, the book relates incidents and decisions that shaped his path, allowing the reader to track cause and effect across decades of personal effort and civic responsibility.

The opening chapters describe Franklin’s family origins and early education in Boston. Born in 1706 to Josiah and Abiah Franklin, he was raised in a large household where thrift and religious instruction were customary. Abbott recounts Franklin’s brief schooling, his early love of books, and his shift from his father’s trade to a printing apprenticeship with his brother James. The biography outlines the discipline of the shop, Franklin’s efforts to improve his writing, and the tensions that grew under a restrictive indenture. Episodes such as the “Silence Dogood” essays and disputes over authority foreshadow his decision to leave Boston in search of wider opportunity.

Franklin’s departure from Boston leads to his arrival in Philadelphia, where Abbott notes his modest entry into the city and first employments in local print shops. Patronage from Pennsylvania officials, especially Governor Keith, brings promises of capital for an independent press. Trusting these assurances, Franklin sails for London, only to discover the promised support was illusory. The narrative follows his work as a printer there, the practical skills he acquired, and the acquaintances he formed in the metropolitan trade. After a period of steady employment abroad, he returns to Philadelphia, determined to establish himself through reliable partnerships and disciplined industry.

Back in Pennsylvania, Franklin secures work, enters a partnership, and soon acquires the means to open his own printing house. Abbott recounts his purchase of the Pennsylvania Gazette, his marriage to Deborah Read, and the launch of Poor Richard’s Almanack, which broadened his reputation. Contracts for public printing and steady commercial orders stabilize the enterprise, while Franklin trains apprentices and standardizes practices. The book traces how prudent management, clear prose, and timely topics expanded circulation. As his business prospers, Franklin gains standing in the community, a foundation for the civic activities and institutional projects that increasingly occupy his attention.

Abbott next surveys Franklin’s local leadership and institution-building. The Junto debating club fosters mutual improvement and civic projects. From it arise the Library Company of Philadelphia, proposals for street paving and lighting, and volunteer fire companies. The narrative records the establishment of a hospital, an academy that grew into a college, and measures to organize local defense. Franklin’s practical inventions, including the stove and improvements to postal routes, are presented as responses to community needs rather than solitary curiosities. These efforts consolidate his reputation as a useful citizen, drawing him into broader provincial responsibilities and into contact with leading officials.

A substantial portion addresses Franklin’s investigations into electricity. Abbott outlines the correspondence with Peter Collinson, the use of Leyden jars, and the series of experiments culminating in the lightning-rod demonstration. The book notes Franklin’s clear terminology, the publication of his letters, and the reception of his work in Britain and on the continent, including honors from learned societies. These scientific achievements coincide with administrative duties, such as his postal appointments, showing simultaneous engagement with theory and practice. International recognition extends Franklin’s network and prepares him for future diplomatic tasks, even as he maintains interests in printing, mechanics, and urban improvement.

Abbott then turns to Franklin’s rise in provincial and imperial politics. Serving in the Pennsylvania Assembly, he confronts disputes with the Proprietors over taxation and defense. At the Albany Congress of 1754 he advances a plan for intercolonial cooperation, presented here as a practical response to frontier pressures. Appointed colonial agent, Franklin spends extended periods in London representing Pennsylvania and, increasingly, other colonies. The narrative follows the Stamp Act crisis, his examination before Parliament, and his correspondence during mounting tensions. Documents and meetings illustrate his efforts to reconcile imperial authority with colonial rights, an approach that narrows as conflict deepens.

With reconciliation failing, Franklin returns to America in 1775 and joins the Continental Congress. Abbott recounts his role in organizing a national postal system and serving on key committees, including the group tasked with drafting a declaration. Soon dispatched to France, he becomes the principal American representative at Versailles. The book describes audiences with ministers, negotiations for loans and supplies, and the alliance that formalized French support. Franklin’s diplomatic style, networks, and persistence are shown securing resources essential to the war effort. Subsequent chapters follow the negotiations that led to the preliminary and definitive treaties concluding hostilities with Britain.

After the peace, Franklin returns home, serves as president of Pennsylvania’s executive council, and participates in the Federal Convention of 1787, where Abbott highlights his conciliatory speeches and support for compromise. The closing chapters summarize his final public letters, involvement with an abolition society, and declining health. His death in 1790 is followed by notices of public mourning and assessments drawn from contemporaries. Abbott concludes by reviewing Franklin’s practical intelligence, habits of industry, and commitment to public usefulness as the unifying elements of his life. The book’s central message is a sustained portrait of civic-minded effort joined to inventive problem-solving.
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    John S. C. Abbott’s biography of Benjamin Franklin is set within the British Atlantic world from 1706 to 1790, spanning colonial Boston, cosmopolitan Philadelphia, imperial London, and diplomatic Paris. The period encompasses the maturation of British North America, the Enlightenment’s diffusion through print, and the geopolitical rivalries culminating in the Seven Years’ War and the American Revolution. Urban growth in Philadelphia under Quaker civic ethos, Boston’s mercantile restiveness, and the transatlantic circulation of ideas formed Franklin’s milieu. The narrative follows institutions of colonial governance under royal and proprietary regimes, the rise of voluntary associations, and a communication network of posts and presses that underpinned political mobilization and social reform.

Franklin’s ascent within early American print culture anchors the biography’s early chapters. Apprenticed to his brother James in Boston in 1718, he fled to Philadelphia in 1723, worked in London (1724–1726), and purchased the Pennsylvania Gazette in 1729. He founded the Junto (1727), the Library Company of Philadelphia (1731), the Union Fire Company (1736), and helped establish the Pennsylvania Hospital (1751) and the Academy and College of Philadelphia (1749–1755). Appointed postmaster of Philadelphia in 1737 and deputy postmaster general for British North America in 1753, he professionalized communications. Abbott connects these facts to depict how print, voluntary association, and civic improvement forged colonial public life and Franklin’s authority.

The Seven Years’ War (French and Indian War in North America, 1754–1763) forms a crucial backdrop. At the Albany Congress (June–July 1754), Franklin advanced his Plan of Union to coordinate defense and Indian affairs; adopted by delegates, it was rejected by both colonial assemblies and the Crown. In 1755 he procured wagons and supplies for General Edward Braddock’s ill-fated expedition and organized frontier defenses in Pennsylvania (1756–1757). As provincial agent in London (1757–1762), he contested the Penn family’s proprietary privileges and sought royal government. Abbott uses these episodes to illustrate Franklin’s practical federalism, logistical competence, and evolving view of imperial administration before the rupture of the 1760s.

The imperial crisis sharpened with the Stamp Act (1765) and Townshend Acts (1767). Franklin’s 1766 testimony before the House of Commons aided repeal by explaining colonial resistance. The Hutchinson letters affair (1772), in which Franklin transmitted Massachusetts governor Thomas Hutchinson’s correspondence advocating “an abridgment of what are called English liberties,” led to his public humiliation before the Privy Council (January 1774) and dismissal as deputy postmaster general. Returning in 1775, he entered the Second Continental Congress, served on the Committee of Five drafting the Declaration of Independence (July 1776), and sat on diplomatic committees. Abbott frames these events as the moral and constitutional crucible transforming a reforming imperial subject into a revolutionary statesman.

Franklin’s mission to France (1776–1785) is the biography’s most decisive arena. Arriving at Passy in December 1776 as commissioner with Silas Deane and Arthur Lee, he cultivated Foreign Minister Charles Gravier, comte de Vergennes, and leveraged salons and scientific renown to gain discreet aid. Through Beaumarchais’s firm Roderigue Hortalez et Cie, France shipped arms, powder, and clothing in 1777, sustaining the Continental Army. After the American victory at Saratoga (October 1777), Franklin negotiated the Treaties of Amity and Commerce and of Alliance (February 6, 1778), securing recognition and a military alliance. Abbott emphasizes Franklin’s tact, multilingual correspondence, and deft use of public opinion to convert battlefield credibility into diplomatic capital.

The Franco-American alliance broadened the war. French naval actions in the Atlantic and Caribbean tied down the Royal Navy, while officers such as the marquis de Lafayette reinforced American forces. At Franklin’s urging, France extended substantial loans and subsidies—tens of millions of livres across multiple tranches—administered with Jacques Necker’s oversight. Franklin coordinated American naval affairs in Europe, aiding John Paul Jones, whose Bonhomme Richard defeated HMS Serapis off Flamborough Head (September 23, 1779), a morale-boosting victory publicized from Passy. Abbott depicts Franklin as financial manager and propagandist, balancing fractious commissioners, placating Vergennes, and sustaining credit through loan certificates, lotteries, and appeals to Dutch and French financiers.

Peace diplomacy culminated in the Treaty of Paris (preliminaries, November 30, 1782; definitive treaty, September 3, 1783). Negotiating with John Jay and John Adams, Franklin secured recognition of U.S. independence, boundaries to the Mississippi River, navigation rights, and New England fishing liberties off Newfoundland and in the Gulf of Saint Lawrence. The treaty addressed debts to British creditors and recommended (but did not compel) restitution for Loyalists. Abbott presents Franklin’s quiet readiness to negotiate separately when necessary to protect western claims and fisheries, while maintaining the French alliance. Remaining in France until 1785, Franklin returned to Philadelphia to preside over Pennsylvania’s Executive Council and later supported the 1787 Constitutional Convention.

Abbott’s biography functions as a critique of imperial misrule, provincial oligarchy, and social inertia by elevating Franklin’s meritocratic, civic-republican model. It exposes the perils of proprietary government in Pennsylvania, the corrosive effects of patronage displayed in the Privy Council scene, and metropolitan contempt for colonial rights. By detailing Franklin’s public institutions—library, hospital, fire companies—it interrogates class barriers and advocates practical philanthropy. The narrative also confronts wartime finance, debt, and corruption, while acknowledging Franklin’s late-life antislavery activity, including leadership in the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery (1787) and the 1790 congressional petition, as an indictment of the era’s entrenched inequalities.
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Next to George Washington[1], we must write, upon the Catalogue of American Patriots, the name of Benjamin Franklin. He had so many virtues that there is no need of exaggerating them;[1q] so few imperfections that they need not be concealed. The writer has endeavored to give a perfectly accurate view of his character, and of that great struggle, in which he took so conspicuous a part, which secured the Independence of the United States. Probably there can no where be found, within the same limits, so vivid a picture of Life in America, one hundred years ago, as the career of Franklin presents.

This volume is the twelfth of the Library Series of Pioneers and Patriots. The series presents a graphic history of our country from its discovery.

1. Christopher Columbus reveals to us the West Indies, and gives a narrative of wonders unsurpassed in fact or fable.

2. De Soto conducts us to Florida, and leads us through scenes of romance, crime, blood and woe—through many Indian tribes, across the continent, to the Mississippi, where he finds his melancholy grave.

3. La Salle, and his heroic companions, traversed thousands of miles of majestic lakes and unknown rivers, and introduces us to innumerable barbaric tribes. There is no other writer, who, from his own personal observation, can give one so vivid an idea of Life in the Indian village and wigwam.

4. Miles Standish was the Captain of the Pilgrims. He conducts us in the May Flower, across the Atlantic, lands us at Plymouth, and tells the never to be forgotten story of the heroism of our fathers in laying the foundations of this great republic.

5. Captain Kidd, and the Buccaneers, reveal to us the awful condition of North and South America, when there was no protecting law here, and when pirates swept sea and land, inflicting atrocities, the narrative of which causes the ear which hears it to tingle.

6. Peter Stuyvesant takes us by the hand, and introduces us to the Dutch settlement at the mouth of the Hudson, conveys us, in his schooner, up the solitary river, along whose forest-covered banks Indian villages were scattered; and reveals to us all the struggles, by which the Dutch New Amsterdam was converted into the English New York.

7. Benjamin Franklin should chronologically take his place here. There is probably not, in the compass of all literature, a biography more full of entertainment and valuable thought, than a truthful sketch of the career of Benjamin Franklin. He leads us to Philadelphia, one hundred and fifty years ago, and makes us perfectly familiar with life there and then. He conducts us across the Atlantic to the Court of St. James, and the Court of Versailles. There is no writer, French or English, who has given such vivid sketches of the scenes which were witnessed there, as came from the pen of Benjamin Franklin. For half a century Franklin moved amid the most stupendous events, a graphic history of which his pen has recorded.

8. George Washington has no superior. Humanity is proud of his name. He seems to have approached as near perfection as any man who ever lived. In his wonderful career we became familiar with all the struggles of the American Revolution. With a feeble soldiery, collected from a population of less than three millions of people, he baffled all the efforts of the fleets and armies of Great Britain, the most powerful empire upon this globe.

9. Daniel Boone was the Cowper of the wilderness; a solitary man loving the silent companionship of the woods. He leads us across the Alleghanies to the fields of Kentucky, before any white man’s foot had traversed those magnificent realms. No tale of romance could ever surpass his adventures with the Indians.

10. Kit Carson was the child of the wilderness. He was by nature a gentleman, and one of the most lovable of men. His weird-like life passed rapidly away, before the introduction of railroads and steamboats. His strange, heroic adventures are ever read with astonishment, and they invariably secure for him the respect and affection of all who become familiar with his name.

11. Paul Jones was one of the purest patriots, and perhaps the most heroic naval hero, to whom any country has given birth. He has been so traduced, by the Tory press of Great Britain, that even the Americans have not yet done him full justice. This narrative of his astonishing achievements will, it is hoped, give him rank, in the opinion of every reader, with Washington, Franklin, Jefferson and Lafayette.

12. David Crockett was a unique man. There is no one like him. Under no institutions but ours could such a character be formed. From a log hut, more comfortless than the wigwam of the savage, and without being able either to read or write, he enters legislative halls, takes his seat in Congress, and makes the tour of our great cities, attracting crowds to hear him speak. His life is a wild romance of undoubted truth.

Such is the character of this little library of twelve volumes. The writer, who has now entered the evening of life, affectionately commends them to the young men of America, upon whose footsteps their morning sun is now rising. The life of each one, if prolonged to three score years and ten, will surely prove a stormy scene. But it may end in a serene and tranquil evening, ushering in the glories of an immortal day.

John S. C. Abbott.



Fair Haven, Conn.


As this is not improbably the last book I shall write, it may not be improper for me to state that, at the age of twenty-four, I commenced the career of an author, by writing “The Mother At Home.” I have now attained the age of three score years and ten. In the meantime I have written fifty-four volumes of History or Biography. In every one it has been my endeavor to make the inhabitants of this sad world more brotherly,—better and happier.

The long series is probably closed with the biography of Benjamin Franklin. Every page has been penned under this impression. A theme more full of instruction and interest could not be chosen.

And now, in my declining years, as I feel that the battle has been fought and, I hope, the victory won, it is an unspeakable comfort for me to reflect, that, in all these fifty-four volumes, there is not one line which, “dying, I could wish to blot.”





Benjamin Franklin.


Table of Contents





CHAPTER I.


Table of Contents



Parentage and Early Life.


Table of Contents




The parentage of Franklin—His parents emigrate to America—Character of his father—Abiah Folger, his mother—Birth and baptism—Influence of his Uncle Strong—Of the Whistle—Childish exploits—Uncongenial employment—Skill in swimming—Early reading.—Boston at that time—An indentured apprentice[3]—Form of Indenture—Enters a printing office—Fondness for reading—Anecdotes—Habits of study—Fondness for argument—Adopts a vegetable diet—The two creeds.



About the year 1685, Josiah Franklin, with his wife and three children, emigrated from Banbury, England, to seek his fortune in this new world. He was in all respects a very worthy man, intelligent, industrious, and influenced to conduct by high moral and religious principles. Several of Josiah Franklin’s neighbors accompanied him in his removal.

Boston was then a straggling village, of five or six thousand inhabitants. In front spread out its magnificent bay, with its beautiful islands. In the rear the primeval forest extended, almost unbroken, through unexplored wilds to the Pacific. His trade was that of a dyer. Finding, however, but little employment in that business, he set up as a tallow chandler and soap boiler. Four years of life’s usual joys and sorrows passed away when Mrs. Franklin died, leaving six children. The eldest was but eleven years of age. This motherless little family needed a maternal guardian. Within the year, Mr. Franklin married Abiah Folger, of Nantucket. She was the youngest daughter of Peter Folger, a man illustrious for many virtues, and of whom it has been well said, that “he was worthy to be the grandfather of Benjamin Franklin.” She proved to be a noble woman, and was all that either husband or children could wish for. Ten children were the fruit of this union. Benjamin was born on the sixth of January, (O. S.) 1706.

He was born in the morning of a Sabbath day. His father then resided directly opposite the Old South Church[2], in Milk street. The same day, the babe, whose renown it was then little imagined would subsequently fill the civilized world, was wrapped in blankets, and carried by his father across the street through the wintry air, to the Old South Church, where he was baptized by the Rev. Dr. Willard. He was named Benjamin, after a much beloved uncle then residing in England. This uncle was a man of some property, of decided literary tastes, and of the simple, fervent piety, which characterized the best people of those days. He took an ever increasing interest in Benjamin. He eventually came over to this country, and exerted a powerful influence in moulding the character of his nephew, whose brilliant intellect he appreciated.

Soon after the birth of Benjamin, his father removed to a humble but comfortable dwelling at the corner of Hanover and Union streets. Here he passed the remainder of his days. When Franklin had attained the age of five years, a terrible conflagration took place, since known as the Great Boston Fire. Just as the cold blasts of winter began to sweep the streets, this great calamity occurred. The whole heart of the thriving little town was laid in ashes. Over a hundred families found themselves in destitution in the streets.

An incident took place when Franklin was about seven years of age, which left so indelible an impression upon his mind, that it cannot be omitted in any faithful record of his life. He gave the following account of the event in his autobiography, written after the lapse of sixty-six years:


“My friends, on a holiday, filled my pockets with coppers. I went directly to a shop where they sold toys for children; and being charmed with the sound of a whistle that I met by the way in the hands of another boy, I voluntarily gave all my money for one. I then came home and went whistling all over the house, much pleased with my whistle, but disturbing all the family. My brothers and sisters and cousins, understanding the bargain I had made, told me that I had given four times as much for it as it was worth; put me in mind what good things I might have bought with the rest of the money; and laughed at me so much for my folly, that I cried with vexation; and the reflection gave me more chagrin than the whistle gave me pleasure.”



This story, as published by Franklin, with his keen practical reflections, has become as a household word in all the families of England and America; and has been translated into nearly all the languages of modern Europe.

From early childhood Franklin was celebrated for his physical beauty, his athletic vigor and his imperturbable good nature. His companions invariably recognized him as their natural leader. He was in no respect what would be called a religious boy, but in many things he had a high sense of honor.

There was a marsh, flooded at high tides, where the boys used to fish for minnows. Much trampling had converted the spot into a quagmire. A man was about to build a house near by, and had carted a large quantity of stones for the cellar. Franklin called the boys together and suggested that they should go in the evening, take those stones, and build a wharf upon which they could stand with dry feet. It was done. And under the skilful engineering of the youthful Franklin, it was quite scientifically done. Complaints and detection followed. Josiah Franklin severely reproved Benjamin for the dishonest act, but it does not appear that the conscience of the precocious boy was much troubled. He argued very forcibly that the utility of the measure proved its necessity.

At the age of eight years, Benjamin entered the Boston Grammar School. His progress was very rapid, and at the close of the year he was at the head of his class. The father had hoped to give his promising boy a liberal education; but his large family and straitened circumstances rendered it necessary for him to abandon the plan. At the age of ten years his school life was completed, and he was taken into his father’s shop to run of errands, and to attend to the details of candle-making, cutting wicks, filling moulds, and waiting upon customers. He could write a good hand, could read fluently, could express himself with ease on paper, but in all arithmetical studies was very backward.

There is scarcely any sport which has such a charm for boys as swimming. Franklin excelled all his companions. It is reported that his skill was wonderful; and that at any time between his twelfth and sixtieth year, he could with ease have swum across the Hellespont. In his earliest years, in all his amusements and employments, his inventive genius was at work in searching out expedients. To facilitate rapidity in swimming he formed two oval pallets, much resembling those used by painters, about ten inches long, and six broad. A hole was cut for the thumb and they were bound fast to the palm of the hand. Sandals of a somewhat similar construction were bound to the soles of the feet. With these appliances Franklin found that he could swim more rapidly, but his wrists soon became greatly fatigued. The sandals also he found of little avail, as in swimming, the propelling stroke is partly given by the inside of the feet and ankles, and not entirely by the soles of the feet.

In the vicinity of Boston there was a pond a mile wide. Franklin made a large paper kite, and when the wind blew strongly across the pond, he raised it, and entering the water and throwing himself upon his back was borne rapidly to the opposite shore. “The motion,” he says, “was exceedingly agreeable.” A boy carried his clothes around. Subsequently he wrote to M. Dubourg,


“I have never since that time practiced this singular mode of swimming; though I think it not impossible to cross in this manner from Dover to Calais. The packet boat, however, is still preferable.”[1]



The taste for reading of this wonderful boy was insatiable. He had access, comparatively, to few books, but those he devoured with the utmost eagerness. Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress was, so to speak, his first love. Having read and re-read it until his whole spirit was incorporated with its nature, he sold the volume and purchased Burton’s Historical Collections. This consisted of quite a series of anecdotes and adventures, written in an attractive style, and published at a low price. In those early years he read another book which exerted a powerful influence in the formation of his character. When eighty years of age he alludes as follows to this work in a letter to Mr. Samuel Mather, who was son of the author, Cotton Mather,


“When I was a boy I met with a book entitled ‘Essays to do Good,’ which I think was written by your father. It had been so little regarded by a former possessor that several leaves of it were torn out; but the remainder gave me such a turn of thinking, as to have an influence on my conduct through life; for I have always set a greater value on the character of a doer of good, than on any other kind of a reputation; and if I have been, as you seem to think, a useful citizen, the public owe the advantage of it to that book.”[2]



When Franklin was twelve years of age, the population of Boston had increased to about ten thousand. An incident is recorded of Franklin at this time, which strikingly illustrates the peculiarity of his mental structure and the want of reverence with which he gradually accustomed himself to regard religious things. His father’s habit, in the long graces which preceded each meal, rather wearied the temper of his son. The precocious young skeptic, with characteristic irreverence, ventured to say,

“I think, father, that if you were to say grace over the whole cask, once for all, it would save time.”[3]

This was the remark of a boy but twelve years of age. Though it does not indicate a very devout spirit, it certainly gives evidence of an intellect of unusual acuteness.

Franklin ever spoke of his boyhood as the very happy period of a remarkably happy life. His peculiar temperament enabled him to be happy under circumstances in which others would have been very miserable. His affections in after years ever yearned toward Boston; he was accustomed to speak of it as “that beloved place.” In one of his letters to John Lathrop he wrote,


“The Boston manner, the turn of phrase, and even tone of voice and accent in pronunciation, all please and seem to revive and refresh me.”



For two years Benjamin continued to assist his father in the business of soap and candle making. He was continually looking for an opportunity to escape the drudgery of that employment and enter upon some more congenial business. Like most adventurous boys, he thought much of the romance of a sea-life. An elder brother had run away, had gone to sea, and for years had not been heard from. Benjamin’s father became very anxious as he witnessed the discontent of his son. This anxiety was increased when an elder brother married, removed to Rhode Island, and set up a soap and candle establishment for himself. This seemed to Benjamin to rivet the chains which bound him at home. Apparently his father could not spare him from the business. Thus he seemed doomed to spend the remainder of his days in employment which proved to him increasingly uncongenial.
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