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NOTE ON SPELLING AND PUNCTUATION


It was common for eighteenth-century writers to capitalize their nouns, use italics for emphasis and to replace the final ‘e’ with an inverted comma in words such as ‘replac’d’. For ease of twenty-first-century reading, the author has modernized spelling and punctuation when he has quoted Benjamin Franklin. For the same reason he has, in a very limited number of exceptional cases, slightly adapted quotations where the eighteenth-century usage serves to obscure rather than elucidate meaning for the modern eye.* He has attempted to give full references in every case, so that readers may find the original should they wish to do so, in particular should they themselves wish to consider quotation.


However, one has to bear in mind what Benjamin Franklin said in a letter to his son William dated 6 October 1773 about the reproduction of his satirical piece ‘An Edict by the King of Prussia’: ‘It is reprinted in the Chronicle, where you will see it, but stripped of all the capitalling and italicking, that intimate the allusions and mark the emphasis of written discourses, to bring them as near as possible to those spoken: printing such a piece all in one even small character, seems to me like repeating one of Whit{e}field’s Sermons in the monotony of a school-boy.’1 Therefore, in deference to him, Dr Franklin’s own capitalization and italics for emphasis have been retained.





* Where the editors of the Papers of Benjamin Franklin have inserted words in quotations, they are surrounded by square brackets [ ]. Where the author has done so, he has used braces { }.




Prologue


On 1 February 1775 Benjamin Franklin travelled the short distance from his London home to the House of Lords, there to hear a pivotally important debate in an impassioned Parliamentary session. His friend Lord Stanhope had brought his own carriage to Franklin’s comfortable lodgings in Craven Street, just off the Strand, and the journey, in spite of the huge crowds, was accomplished with time to spare. The sixty-nine-year-old Franklin was thus able to secure a prime position, resting against the railing known as the Bar of the House, the barrier that separated the Lords from their guests.


Like all its major forerunners since the beginning of the session, the debate would address events in America. The tone had been set by the King’s Speech at the Opening of Parliament three months before, which, echoing government sentiment, had decried ‘the spirit of resistance and disobedience to the law’ and ‘the fresh violences of a very criminal nature’ in Boston and the Massachusetts Bay colony.1 The point at issue on 1 February, as in the previous months, was straightforward: should Parliament support the British administration’s policy of continued coercion, or – with attitudes hardening in the American colonies – should they attempt a reconciliation?


The Lords’ public area had only sufficient space for a mere fifty people.2 Thousands more would have joined them had they been able, but instead they had to be content with the impressively full Parliamentary reports. The interest was huge, because the question of America was the dominant subject of current conversation. As Horace Walpole wrote to a friend: ‘You must prepare, madam, to talk America; there is no other topic to be heard, and in truth it grows a very strange one. You must lay aside your botany from the hyssop to the cedar of Libanus, and study imports and exports, and charters and geography, and religion and government, and {other} such light reading.’3


Parliament had naturally been at the heart of the national discussion. The colonists were far from friendless and there had been many brilliant, passionate speeches in their support. Among those in the Commons were orations from Edmund Burke and the young Charles James Fox, not to mention exhortations from the former radical yet unreformed libertine John Wilkes (now Lord Mayor of London). And in the Lords there were contributions from prime ministers past and future, the vastly patrician Marquess of Rockingham and an angry Earl of Shelburne respectively.4 What had continuing relevance, however, was not the quality of the opposition oratory but the ability of the ministry to win the vote, which they had done easily and repeatedly, on an average basis of three votes to one. However, on 1 February Franklin had the hope, if not the expectation, that a speech from William Pitt, Earl of Chatham, might change the political weather.


There were many who might have invited Franklin to watch the debate. For instance Shelburne was the patron of Joseph Priestley, one of Franklin’s greatest friends. Burke was Rockingham’s secretary and, like Franklin, a colonial agent, though on a smaller scale. Whereas Burke just represented the interests of the Assembly of New York, Franklin, having arrived in London in 1757 as a representative of the Assembly of Pennsylvania, had also acted for New Jersey, Georgia and, most tellingly, from 1770, the Massachusetts House of Representatives. Franklin could have gained admittance to the Lords’ debate through a number of the leading opponents of government policy.


In contrast, his relations with the ministers of Lord North’s administration were markedly different, despite his having held the government office of Deputy Postmaster General for North America from 1753 to just the previous year. Franklin had maintained communication through a range of intermediaries, but there had been no formal contact with the ministry since his appearance before the Privy Council at the former royal cockpit in Whitehall on 29 January 1774. The Cockpit proved well named, as Franklin had been denounced in the most vitriolic terms by Sir Alexander Wedderburn, the government’s Solicitor General. Two days later he had been dismissed from the Postmastership. The invitation for 1 February had most certainly not come from the administration, but from the Earl of Chatham himself and in person.


Just a dozen years previously, William Pitt (as Chatham was then) had been the most revered man in the entire British empire. Lauded as the architect of Britain’s triumph in the Seven Years’ War, with victories against the French, in India, at sea and on the continent of North America, he was honoured as the inspirational leader who had made his country the world’s greatest power. However, he had suddenly resigned from office in 1761. When he returned as Prime Minister in 1766, ‘the Great Commoner’ had accepted an earldom and moved to the Lords. Weakened by illness, both physical and mental, he had been more absent than active during his two-year term of office and had then undermined his successor, the Duke of Grafton. This had brought the Duke’s resignation and the elevation, in 1770, of Lord North.


Yet, though diminished, Chatham was not finished with politics. He had regained at least something of his old vigour and retained an aura due to his past glories. In that latter regard his closest modern equivalent would be Sir Winston Churchill in his later years.


Chatham had one last great cause to fight, that of America. He sought to repair the divide between King George III’s government in London and his no less British subjects in the American colonies. To that end he was preparing a major, perhaps decisive, contribution, which he expected to be treated with the utmost respect.


Chatham and Franklin’s personal acquaintance only went back to the previous summer. Franklin had been invited to Chatham’s house at Hayes in Kent, been treated with ‘an abundance of Civility’5 and asked to give the fullest possible briefing on American affairs. After that there had been a number of follow-up meetings until, on 19 January 1775, Chatham sent urgent word via their mutual friend Lord Stanhope. He stressed that it was important for Franklin to meet him the following day in the House of Lords Lobby, when he would personally ensure that Dr Franklin would be able to hear an announcement he intended to make in the Chamber.


This type of consideration was in contrast to the treatment Franklin had received from Chatham following the American’s arrival in London in 1757. Franklin had tried to make contact to discuss Pennsylvanian business, but found that Chatham was ‘then too great a Man, or too much occupied in Affairs of greater Moment’, to deal with him directly.6 Instead he had to content himself ‘with a kind of non-apparent and unacknowledged Communication’ via important yet lesser men such as Robert Wood, Pitt’s Under-Secretary of State,7 and with later compliments passed on by Shelburne and Stanhope, aristocrats whom Chatham treated as functionaries. Yet, with Stanhope acting as a facilitator, Chatham was now consulting Franklin as a colleague. From Chatham that was a sign of exceptional respect.


Chatham’s special regard was not for Franklin the scientist. In that attitude he differed from many of his contemporaries, because Dr Franklin was something more than just a political representative. Franklin also enjoyed a rather different status from that of the young man he had been during his first stay in London (1724–6). On that earlier occasion he had arrived as a lowly teenage printer; three decades later he was famous.


Franklin was one of the greatest of what were then called ‘Natural Philosophers’ and now scientists. His Experiments and Observations on Electricity (1751) had won him widespread recognition, first in France after a practical demonstration by the Comte de Buffon in front of Louis XV, then in London with the award of the prestigious Copley Medal by the Royal Society, followed by his election to a Fellowship. The Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (now the Royal Society of Arts) elected him a Corresponding Member with the accompanying declaration that ‘Their Desire is to make Great Britain and her Colonies mutually dear and serviceable to each other: {As} They know their Interests are the same.’8


Franklin had an international prestige among natural philosophers, with Immanuel Kant hailing him in 1755 as ‘the Prometheus of modern times’,9 but he had also achieved a wider celebrity through the reading public’s learned interest in the natural world, supported, of course, by a sensationalist fascination for ‘magic shows’ that sizzled with special effects. Franklin’s knowledge and fame had won him access to the tables of the aristocratic, influential and powerful. These were people who would value him, though some purely on account of his scientific reputation.


When Franklin arrived in the Lords’ Lobby on 20 January, Chatham welcomed him personally and greeted him warmly. Then he took him by the arm and, though limping badly, led him personally towards the door to the Chamber nearest the throne. The exceptional nature of this courtesy by Chatham was highlighted when they were stopped by a doorkeeper who needed to explain to the Earl that the entrance was reserved for just the brothers and eldest sons of peers. Thus the greatest living Englishman and the renowned Dr Franklin were forced to turn about in the Lobby and to shuffle down passageways to the far end of the Chamber and the entrance door closest to the Bar of the House. There due reverence was restored and, at Chatham’s request, Franklin was immediately ushered inside.


The unexpected appearance of the two men together caused a kerfuffle. As Franklin later wrote: ‘As it had not been publicly known that there was any Communication between his Lordship and me, this I found occasioned some Speculation. His Appearance in the House I observed caused a kind of Bustle among the Officers, who were hurried in sending Messengers for Members, I suppose those in Connection with the Ministry, something of Importance being expected when that great Man Appears, it being but seldom that his Infirmities permit his Attendance.’10


Their alarm was justified, because Chatham formally proposed a motion that British troops be removed from Boston. Then, and even more significantly, he announced that he would shortly present a plan to put an end to the entire quarrel: this is the one he would propose on 1 February.


In succeeding days, Franklin and Chatham met again. Chatham even condescended to have a two-hour meeting at Franklin’s lodgings in Craven Street. Returning churchgoers were much surprised to see the grand carriage waiting in the street outside, being instantly recognizable from its coat of arms and coronet. Franklin could not help glowing at that. As he wrote to his son William: ‘it was much taken notice and talked of, as at that time was every little Circumstance that Men thought might possibly any way affect American Affairs. Such a Visit from so great a Man, on so important a Business, flattered not a little my Vanity; and the Honour of it gave me the more Pleasure, as it happened on the very Day 12 month that the Ministry had taken so much pains to disgrace me before the Privy Council.’ In haste Franklin worked with Chatham in preparation for the 1 February debate.


The continuing choice before both Commons and Lords was straightforward: compulsion or compromise. Strangely, bearing in mind Britain’s strength in the world, the underlying emotion for most Members was concern for the future. This was an apprehension quite unlike the flickering fear of a foreign-supported Jacobite invasion which had lingered during the first half of the eighteenth century: that, though alarming, had been more quantifiable.11 The American question was both very different and more difficult to estimate, though some considered it a problem as large as the area that the ever-expanding population of British Americans could eventually colonize. For Franklin himself, just as for some of his enemies including the Penn Proprietors of Pennsylvania, the potential size of British colonial America was actually a real part of the opportunity it offered. But for many British Members of Parliament, that same vast area was viewed as a threat, because they feared losing control of the administrative process and thus the power to administer at all. They were adamant that the British government must remain supreme and, with that, maintain the right to pass legislation for the American colonies and to tax them. Some, including Lord North himself, felt that the right could be exercised with a light touch, but he, along with the great majority, believed it should be retained. So in truth, did many of the defeated former office holders of the 1760s. This could have remained a sticking point even if the opposition Whigs had defeated the ministry – but throughout the winter there had seemed little chance of that, with the bulk of Members backing coercion. The majority were for snuffing out the insubordination in Boston, as a safeguard against ‘the contagion’ spreading to the other American colonies, to the sugar-rich West Indies and to Ireland, not forgetting of course the streets of London itself.


It was against this background that on 1 February Chatham rose to present his plan for settling the troubles in America. Franklin himself takes up the story:




Lord Chatham, in a most excellent Speech, introduced, explained and supported his Plan. When he sat down, Lord Dartmouth rose, and very properly said it contained Matter of such Weight and Magnitude as to require much Consideration, and he therefore hoped the noble Earl did not expect their Lordships to decide upon it by an immediate Vote, but would be willing it should lie upon the Table for Consideration. Lord Chatham answered readily that he expected nothing more. But Lord Sandwich rose, and in a petulant vehement Speech opposed its being received at all, and gave his Opinion that it ought to be immediately REJECTED with the Contempt it deserved. That he could never believe it the Production of any British Peer. That it appeared to him rather the Work of some American; and turning his Face towards me, who was leaning on the Bar, said, he fancied he had in his Eye the Person who drew it up, one of the bitterest and most mischievous Enemies this Country had ever known.12





Franklin, as he was wont to do in such circumstances, ‘kept my Countenance as immoveable as if my Features had been made of Wood’. But he was appalled. Sandwich, as First Lord of the Admiralty, was enforcing martial law in Boston. He had treated Chatham with total disregard. He had denied Franklin the respect due a gentleman or even a fellow Briton. Worse, he had insulted him as an ‘enemy’.


When it was Chatham’s turn to speak again, he staunchly defended Franklin, saying that:




. . . he made no Scruple to declare, that if he were the first Minister of this Country, and had the Care of Settling this momentous Business, he should not be ashamed of publicly calling to his Assistance a Person so perfectly acquainted with the whole of American Affairs as the Gentleman alluded to and injuriously reflected on, one, he was pleased to say, whom all Europe held in high Estimation for his Knowledge and Wisdom, and ranked with our Boyles and Newtons; who was an Honour not to the English Nation only but to Human Nature.13





Franklin found ‘it harder to stand this extravagant Compliment than the preceding equally extravagant Abuse’.14


Chatham had, in Walpole’s words, ‘recalled the memory of his ancient lustre’15 and he ended his speech with these sentences savaging the ministry:




The whole of your political conduct has been one continued series of weakness, temerity, despotism, ignorance, futility, negligence, blundering and the most notorious servility, incapacity and corruption. On reconsideration I must allow you one merit, a strict attention to your own interests: in that view, you appear sound statesmen and able politicians. You well know, if the present measure {the Chatham Plan} should prevail, that you must instantly relinquish your places. I doubt much, whether you will be able to keep them on any terms: but sure I am, that such is your well-known characters and abilities, any plan of reconciliation, however moderate, wise and feasible, must fail in your hands. Such then being your precarious situations, who can wonder that you should put a negative on any measure which must annihilate your power, deprive you of your emoluments, and at once reduce you to that state of insignificance, for which God and nature designed you.16





Sandwich’s categorization of Franklin as a foreigner was totally in-accurate when uttered; only later would it ring true. The opposition had warned of the danger of the dispute between Great Britain and the colonies escalating into a civil war. In fact the American War of Independence would culminate as a war between nations.


The very day after Chatham’s plan was thrown out, Lord North rose in the Commons17 to declare that Massachusetts was in a state of rebellion, supported by ‘unlawful combinations and engagements’ in other colonies.18 North’s ‘Address to the King’ calling for stronger military action was supported by the Commons and then, five days later, by the Lords.


As for Franklin himself, on 20 March he took ship for Philadelphia. In the interim he had not stopped attending Parliamentary debates, though he did so with increasing bitterness, being ‘much disgusted’ at comments from the government side and seeing his fellow Americans ‘treated with the utmost Contempt, as the lowest of Mankind, and almost of a different Species from the English of Britain’.19


Franklin’s last day in London was spent at his long-time home in Craven Street. With his friend Joseph Priestley he read the American newspapers. Priestley later reported that Franklin’s ‘tears trickled down his cheeks’20 as he read of the support for Boston, his birthplace, from neighbouring towns.


Franklin was on board ship to America before a warrant could be issued for his arrest, something that he knew his enemies in high places had been seeking for months.21 As with previous transatlantic crossings, he was using the voyage to observe and theorize about the natural world and he was planning his future conduct on the basis of a thorough analysis of past events. For such a purpose, Dr Franklin, who had identified and invented so many things, had evolved a mathematical basis for weighing the pluses and minuses in decision-making, which he called ‘Moral or Prudential Algebra’.22 As a man, indeed a gentleman, who had long been of both independent means and independent judgement, he was accustomed to spending days of deliberation on the pros and cons of a question. He was quite prepared to change a former position if he considered it to be no longer consistent with what he decided were his unchanging principles. He would then be ready to oppose – and vigorously – any former allies and associates who had not moved with him. That was what he decided now.


There was one new factor that he would have to add to that equation on his arrival in America, because it was during his weeks at sea that the first shots were fired at Lexington and Concord.


Those who, fed by mischievous rumour, expected Franklin to be over-conciliatory to Britain were soon to be disabused. Though Franklin’s own view was now hardening, he joined the others in signing the ‘Olive Branch Petition’ sent directly to George III. The King was being asked to act as a final arbiter who could take the dispute away from what Franklin had called ‘the mangling Hands of the present Set of Blundering Ministers’.23 In 1760 King George had in his first speech to Parliament proudly declared, ‘I glory in the name of Briton’,24 but did he consider his American subjects to be the equal of those at home and thus echo Franklin’s words of 1754 when he said, ‘I look on the Colonies as so many Counties gained to Great Britain’?25


Franklin had all his life considered himself to be British. His early reading had been mainly that of British writers. He had imbibed British philosophy and transplanted British ideas, practices and institutions to colonial America and, when he spied an advantage, he had adapted and improved them for local conditions. More recently he had spent nearly fifteen and a half of the last eighteen years based in London. Franklin had fought hard for a solution to the dispute, harder than he might have done had he not been so blinkered by a belief that his logical arguments would win the day. It was because of his British influences, not through a rejection of them, that he was so willing to put the British government to the test of his ‘Prudential Algebra’, but he was then prepared to become what Sandwich had already believed him to be: ‘one of the bitterest and most mischievous Enemies {Britain} had ever known’, and at great personal cost.
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1706–1724


Life Before London


Benjamin Franklin was born an Englishman in Boston, the major town of the Massachusetts Bay colony. His father, Josiah, was born an Englishman in England, at Ecton, Northamptonshire, in 1657. In 1683 Josiah crossed the Atlantic with his first wife Ann to start a new life in Boston. As a surviving account from Josiah’s older brother, another Benjamin, makes clear, Josiah left England for economic reasons, seeing a better chance for himself and his children in the New World. In England he had been a silk dyer, but in his new home, with its less ostentatious, more puritanical dress, he changed his trade to that of a tallow chandler and soap maker.


In 1689 Ann Franklin died, shortly after giving birth to their seventh child. Just five months later Josiah married a Nantucket girl, Abiah Folger, and with her he was to have ten more.1 Though Josiah was now living thousands of miles from his birthplace, he was still very much a Briton, as was his and Abiah’s own ninth child and youngest son, Benjamin Franklin, born on 6 January 17062 and baptized the same day.


As Daniel Defoe phrased it in 1707: ‘Sending our People to the Colonies is no more, nor ought to be esteemed otherwise, than sending people out of Middlesex into Yorkshire, where they are still in the same Government, employed to the Benefit of the same Public Stock, and in the Strength and Defence of the same United Body.’3 Though there were actual differences in ‘Government’ both between the colonies themselves and with the British Isles, the former had been united in their loyalty to the 1689 Protestant settlement of William and Mary. The colonists were, as Defoe went on to say, ‘every way a Part of ourselves’.4 It was a sentiment that Benjamin Franklin echoed almost fifty years later, with his ‘I look on the Colonies as so many Counties gained to Great Britain’ and when advocating ‘uniting the Colonies more intimately with Great Britain, by allowing them Representatives in Parliament’.5


Boston, at the time of Franklin’s birth, was the largest town in the American colonies. But its population of less than 8,000 was dwarfed by that of London. By the 1720s Boston had grown to 11,000, but New York and Philadelphia, the next-nearest in size, still housed just 6,000 and 4,900 respectively. Importantly for Boston, it was New England’s major port, the hub for the colonies’ transatlantic trade and busy with shipping.


Benjamin Franklin’s life has sometimes been portrayed as a rise from the very bottom of society. However, although his father may have had difficulty in making ends meet and struggled to feed his army of children – with Ben, making twelve living and two more, both girls, to follow – Josiah had an independent position, with his own business and a record of voluntary service to the community.6


The home in Boston’s Milk Street was the centre of great activity as it also served as Josiah’s place of work and manufacture. The dual purpose brought tragic consequences in 1703 when the child who would have been Ben’s elder brother Ebenezer, aged sixteen months, was unsupervised for a few minutes and ‘drowned in a Tub of Suds’.7 Another brother, two-year-old Thomas, was to die just seven months after Ben was born.


We do not know whether it was through these sad events, because of some particular qualities shown by the young boy, or his family position as the tenth-born son and thus being seen as a sort of tithe, but Ben seemed destined for the church. Josiah, proud of his own literacy, paid for Ben to go to grammar school. However, he removed him in just under a year, having decided that it would be impossible to fund the future school years and then Harvard. But he did provide his ‘little library’ of books to which Ben added his own small purchases, including an edition of Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.


Josiah’s plan to make Ben a church minister remained, but the young boy firmly and continually rejected it. Impressed by the bustle of maritime Boston, he dreamed of going to sea.


Finally, an acceptable alternative was found. At the age of twelve Ben was apprenticed to his printer brother James, who was nearly nine years older. James had recently visited London, where he had bought his own printing press with various loans, including it seems one that his father borrowed on his behalf.8 It is most likely that Ben’s career, with his rejection of the ministry and his love of reading, was chosen at the same time. His workplace certainly gave him ‘Access to better Books’, which he supplemented through overnight loans from the apprentices of booksellers and the use of a kind customer’s library. He thus introduced himself to John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which he later ‘esteemed the best Book of Logic in the World’.9


There was also one collection which proved extremely important for his writing as well as his thinking. As he wrote in his Autobiography:




About this time I met with an odd Volume of the Spectator. It was the third. I had never before seen any of them. I bought it, read it over and over, and was much delighted with it. I thought the Writing excellent, and wished if possible to imitate it. With that View, I took some of the Papers, and making short Hints of the Sentiment in each Sentence, laid them by a few Days, and then, without looking at the Book, tried to complete the Papers again, by expressing each hinted Sentiment at length and as fully as it had been expressed before, in any suitable Words, that should come to hand.


Then I compared my Spectator with the Original, discovered some of my Faults and corrected them.10





These essays were to serve as a model for the style and content of the ‘Silence Dogood’ letters, the humorous wisdom of a worldly widow, which the sixteen-year-old Franklin began submitting to his brother anonymously in 1722. They were well received. This was not just because the essay style of James Franklin’s New England Courant was based on that of the Spectator; more than that, they were brilliantly written and a tremendous mixture of spoof and mockery combined with practical plans for improvement.11


The admiration of the younger Franklin for the writings of Joseph Addison and Richard Steele was to continue to the very end of his life. Janette Seaton Lewis, in comparing Franklin’s Autobiography to the Spectator, shows how strikingly both ‘reflect their authors’ shared interest in religion, education, the cultivation of practical virtues and man’s use of reason’.12 It was a debt Franklin was happy to acknowledge in 1748, almost thirty years after Addison’s death, describing him as a man ‘whose writings have contributed more to the improvement of the minds of the British nation, and polishing their manners, than those of any other English pen whatever’.13 Writing in the persona of ‘Poor Richard’ (of whom more anon), Franklin had allowed himself some hyperbole, as Addison himself seemingly did with ‘I shall be ambitious to have it said of me, that I have brought Philosophy out of Closets and Libraries, Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-tables, and in Coffee-houses.’14 Except that it was an ambition both achieved and sustained.


Franklin was delighted to hear the compliments and speculations of his brother’s friends and contributors as each new ‘Silence Dogood’ letter arrived. James was pleased with the pieces themselves and the favourable reaction they received. From the very second letter they appeared as the lead column on the paper’s front page.15 The Courant was the second paper that James printed but the first that he edited, with a first issue dated 7 August 1721.16 Like many a newcomer after it, the Courant sought circulation by an assault on the evils of ‘the establishment’. It saw an excellent target in the inoculation campaign of Dr Cotton Mather. Mather was a man of prodigious learning and civic importance. He combined being a censorious leading church minister with having an intense and informed interest in natural science and medicine, the latter leading him to champion the earliest form of germ theory and to sponsor a campaign for inoculation against smallpox at a time when the practice was generally regarded as highly experimental.17 Mather was an authority figure with forceful opinions and a lecturing manner. James Franklin’s attack on his campaign was straightforwardly populist, claiming that inoculation spread smallpox rather than prevented it. Young Ben added to a more general attack on the good Doctor; after all, the name ‘Dogood’ echoed Mather’s own Bonifacius, or Essays to Do Good and the ‘Silence’ was heavily ironic, as it was something not normally associated with the verbose Cotton Mather.


A chance street encounter, when the hectoring and prolix Dr Mather gave James a good dressing-down, did nothing to weaken the latter’s resolve.18 In fact it led to his attack becoming increasingly personal. Circulation, however, failed to pick up.


James became even more daring, with the Courant of 11 June 1722 alleging that the local authorities were colluding with pirates off the coast. That certainly got him noticed. The next day he was arrested and imprisoned for nearly a month, leaving his younger brother in nominal charge.19 It was something that Ben relished and James appreciated, but three months later the mood darkened.
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On 8 October the fourteenth and last ‘Silence Dogood’ appeared. Still no one had guessed the author. But then, Ben, feeling that he was running out of steam, revealed himself. The friends were greatly impressed; brother James was not. As Ben later wrote: ‘he thought, probably with reason, that it tended to make me too vain. And perhaps this might be one Occasion of the Differences that we frequently had about this Time.’20


It was just one of several. Even from Ben’s own account one can sympathize with James’s irritation with his precocious brother’s special pleading to their father, if not with the beatings James exacted in revenge. But, just three months later, James was forced to rely on Ben once more. In January 1723 the Courant again overstepped the mark once more, by portraying Boston’s civil government, together with its prominent merchants and church ministers, as hypocrites.21 James fled into hiding to escape arrest and Ben took the reins for some weeks, but this time, as the revealed ‘Silence Dogood’ author, with a much stronger editorial role. When the case came to court James was forbidden from producing the paper, so he released Ben from his formal indenture and the Courant was published under the name of Benjamin Franklin. It was of course still very much James’s paper, but he no longer had control over his younger brother. In September, after a final quarrel, Ben left. There was no chance of other printing work in Boston; James had seen to that. So after a brief stay in New York, young Benjamin Franklin decided to try his luck in Philadelphia.


What he learned in his five years with James never left him. In a note in the Autobiography, written so long after the event, Ben added the lines: ‘I fancy his harsh and tyrannical Treatment of me might be a means of impressing me with that Aversion to arbitrary Power that has stuck to me through my whole life.’ It is highly relevant, if only because it shows the rancour lasted, just as it clearly did with James, who was further embittered when his young brother, all suited and booted and flashing his money around, made a return trip to Boston at the end of the following year. It was hardly surprising that when Ben showed up and showed off at the Courant offices, the still-struggling James felt, as Ben reported, that ‘I had insulted him in such a Manner before his People that he could never forget or forgive.’22


Although the two brothers were personally reconciled shortly before James’s death in 1735, Ben did not pause in his future writings to give full credit to him or his fellow Couranters such as Nathaniel Gardner. Possibly if he had lived even longer he would have done so; after all, it was during the final years of his life that he amended the Autobiography to add Cotton Mather’s Essays to Do Good to a list of the highlights of his childhood reading that included The Pilgrim’s Progress, Plutarch’s Lives and Defoe’s Essay upon Projects. Franklin wrote that Mather’s book ‘perhaps* gave me a Turn of Thinking that had an Influence on some of the principal future Events of my Life’.23 A lot of ink has been spent on the meaning of that use of the word ‘perhaps’,24 but the mention may partially be due to an elderly Benjamin Franklin having been reminded of his visiting Mather on that same Boston trip and being admonished to ‘Stoop! Stoop!’ an instant before he cracked his head on a low beam, with the old divine continuing his lecture to the staggering youth with ‘Let this be a Caution to you not always to hold your Head so high; Stoop, young Man, stoop – as you go through the World – and you’ll miss many hard Thumps.’25


Franklin may not himself have given brother James and Gardner full credit, but the late J. A. Leo Lemay certainly does in the first volume of his pre-eminent twenty-first-century biography of Franklin’s first half-century. He believed their influences to be clearly evident in ‘Silence Dogood’. This is a matter of great importance as, to follow Lemay in quoting Walter Isaacson: ‘One reason the Silence Dogood essays are so historically notable is that they were among the first examples of what would become a quintessential American genre of humour: the wry homespun mix of folksy tales and pointed observations that was perfected by such Franklin descendants as Mark Twain and Will Rogers.’26


As Lemay observes, there are also other strong influences there. As well as Mather (used positively as well as negatively) and something of the Puritan sermon balanced by the more earthy Massachusetts clergyman John Wise, there is a host of British and Irish writers who heavily influenced the other Courant journalists as well as Benjamin Franklin himself. To Defoe, Lemay adds Jonathan Swift, the 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, Anthony Collins and the ‘Cato’ writers John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon. However, he concludes that ‘to make a recipe for the writings of Franklin, we may begin with the periodical essays of Addison and Steele in the Spectator, Tatler and Guardian’.27


The works of Addison and Steele would also prove crucial to the young Franklin on his first visit to London. They provided him with the ‘polite conversation’ that would help him gain a quite extraordinary acceptance in the section of London coffee-house society that would acknowledge his breadth and depth of reading, value him for his views and intelligence and ignore both his youth and status.28
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In his Autobiography, Franklin beautifully describes his arrival in Philadelphia. We see him, filthy from his journey, looking like a ragamuffin and indecorously eating in the street, all being observed with disgust by Deborah Read, to whom later he was to get engaged. However, as with much else in the Autobiography, his seeming ‘warts and all’ approach is there for a reason: to offer himself as an example to others, holding the attention with entertaining anecdote and homespun advice, in what is arguably the first in a genre of inspirational autobiographies by American celebrities. Franklin did not even conceive it as an autobiography; it only took that name when published after his death. It is certainly not a ‘life’, as it only goes as far as the beginnings of his long stay in London from 1757. The memoir was notionally begun in 1771 for the benefit of his son William, but its words of wisdom have an audience of Everyman. With that in mind, readers need to be careful, even when Franklin seems to be at his most open about the most humbling of experiences. For though it is, of course, an extremely valuable document for an understanding of Benjamin Franklin, it would, if taken alone, be just a partial one, with even its seeming openness a clever piece of self-protection.


A full range of other sources is needed. Franklin recounted his tale from long retrospect, with just over a third written in 1771 and the rest, including heavy revisions of the whole, between 1785 and almost the end of Franklin’s days. The latter part, in particular, was written with a sense of moral purpose, as Franklin himself explained in a 1788 letter to Benjamin Vaughan: ‘If a writer can judge properly of his own work, I fancy, on reading over what is already done, that the book will be found entertaining, interesting and useful, more so than when I began it.’29


It certainly is readable, but it lacks completeness. Extraordinarily, it skips over the scientific work that gave Dr Franklin the exceptional international reputation that made him fêted in London and provided him with the gravitas for his political role and his later Founding Fatherhood. Franklin’s Autobiography is as one with his 1743 aphorism, ‘Let all Men know thee, but no man know thee thoroughly.’30 In that he succeeded too well with the posthumous bestseller. His brilliance as a memoirist has eclipsed his monumental contemporary fame as a scientist. Joyce Chaplin gives a superb modern equivalent in her Introduction to the Autobiography’s new standard version: ‘It is as if Albert Einstein were now remembered for the charming stories of his childhood and youth, without any clear memory of what he had done to become so famous in the first place.’31


Franklin’s account of a less than triumphal entry into Philadelphia is at one with the whole when he says: ‘I have been the more particular in this Description of my Journey, and shall be so of my first Entry into that City, that you may in your Mind compare such unlikely Beginning{s} with the Figure I have since made there.’32 In the passages about his first days in the ‘City of Brotherly Love’, he highlights the kindness of Quakers, both in groups and individually. However, his position was in reality far from desperate, because as he himself says a few pages earlier, he had a trade and was a good workman. For he did soon pick up work and, once given the opportunity to show his skills, he gained a permanent position with Samuel Keimer. However, it rapidly became apparent to Franklin that he was rather better at the mechanics of printing than either the shabby and slipshod Keimer or Philadelphia’s more established printer, Andrew Bradford.


Franklin did not lack confidence and, though greatly surprised, he was undaunted when Sir William Keith, the Lieutenant Governor of Pennsylvania, no less, sought him out. Governor Keith invited Franklin to accompany him and Colonel French, of New Castle, Delaware, to the local tavern to taste some excellent madeira. There Sir William, in strictest confidence, outlined his plan. It was nothing less than to set up Franklin in his own business and to give him the official printing for the province of Pennsylvania including Delaware. At subsequent meetings it was decided that Ben should follow in his brother James’s footsteps and go to London to buy the equipment, but more immediately he should take that trip to Boston to discuss matters with his father, who, in any case, might like to invest something himself.


Josiah was surprised, thinking Ben too young to take on the responsibility of his own business. He was impressed with the contacts Ben had made in Philadelphia, but thought he should wait a few more years before starting up on his own; by which time he believed that his son, through hard work and prudent parsimony, should have saved almost enough. If so, he would help him with the rest. But Ben was not prepared to wait, particularly when Governor Keith, dismissing Josiah’s caution, offered to take on the entire funding himself.





* Author’s italics




2
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1724–1726


A Young Man in London


At the beginning of November 1724, Franklin travelled from Philadelphia to New Castle, further down the Delaware River, where the well-named London Hope waited to take its passengers to the imperial capital. However, he had one major concern: Governor Keith’s letters of introduction and credit had still not arrived, in spite of repeated promises. At last Colonel French came on board with the Governor’s dispatches and showed Franklin ‘great Respect’. That not only settled Franklin’s mind, but French’s appearance was to gain him an upgrade. Space had become available because a distinguished lawyer named Andrew Hamilton had suddenly left the ship, together with his son, to take up a highly remunerative case back in Philadelphia and earn legal fees that dwarfed the cost of the transatlantic passage, even considering the special stores of food and drink he had ordered in.1 One of the three remaining cabin passengers, a Quaker merchant called Thomas Denham, was a friend of Hamilton’s and, on observing Franklin’s cordiality with the Colonel, he offered a promotion from steerage for both Franklin and his friend and travelling companion James Ralph, together with an invitation to share the supplies. As a result, wrote Franklin, ‘we had a sociable Company in the Cabin, and lived uncommonly well’.2 Though the weather was appalling, he was not too inconvenienced by it, as neither seasickness nor a fear of sea travel was a problem, at least not for him.


Franklin had still not set eyes on his intended letters. However, when the London Hope entered the English Channel, the ship’s captain obliged him by opening the bag containing the Governor’s a Young man in london 21 mail. Taking the fact that none was specifically addressed to him as an oversight, Franklin picked out the half-dozen most likely addressees, such as the King’s Printer and a stationer. But his visit to the latter completely disillusioned him. It immediately became clear that the letter was nothing to do with him and wasn’t even from Keith. It was from a man called Riddlesden, whom Franklin knew to be a crooked attorney and whom the stationer instantly declared a rascal and handed the worthless piece of paper back to him. For some unfathomable reason, Keith had sent Franklin on a wild goose chase. Cast adrift in what Daniel Defoe described as the ‘Great and Monstrous Thing’3 of eighteenth-century London, this was a devastating experience for the young putative master printer.


Franklin’s shock at being so deceived by such a seemingly respectable figure is strongly conveyed in the pages of the Autobiography, but then so is his affection for Thomas Denham, for the young man had sense enough to visit the older and more worldly-wise merchant. Here, in his confusion, Franklin found a figure he could trust. It is obvious that he had scrupulously obeyed Keith’s instructions to keep their plans secret, otherwise Denham would have enlightened him earlier that the very idea of Keith providing letters of credit was preposterous, as Keith was a man with no credit to give. Denham advised him to make the best of a bad job and to gain experience in London as a printer, because, he said, ‘you will improve yourself; and when you return to America, you will set up to greater Advantage’.4 Having lately been in the Northern Wise words, as was his advice to visit Hamilton, who had concluded his business in Philadelphia within a couple of weeks and whose crossing had taken four weeks to Franklin’s seven, so that he had already arrived in London. The importance of that meeting was immense, because Riddlesden’s letter contained a secret scheme against Hamilton that involved Keith. This information was of great value to Hamilton and certainly well worth the cost of Franklin and friend tucking into his stores. It gave Franklin a small revenge and was also, in the future, to provide him, in Hamilton, with an extremely important friend and contact. More immediately, though, he had to get the measure of his new life in London.
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To supplement Franklin’s own later reflections on conditions in London during those years, we have the contemporary descriptions of somebody he much admired, Daniel Defoe.5 Franklin first featured Defoe’s views in one of his ‘Silence Dogood’ letters,6 but he was to return to him again and again, including in the Autobiography, where he rattled off a full list of Defoe titles with enthusiasm. During his first visit to London, Franklin was to see for himself the truth of Defoe’s contemporaneous description in The Complete English Tradesman (1726) that:




Frugality is not the national virtue of England, so the people that get much spend much; and as they work hard, so they live well, clothe warm and lodge soft; in a word, the working manufacturing people of England eat the fat, and drink the sweet, live better, and fare better, than the working poor of any other nation in Europe; they make better wages of their work and spend more of the money upon their backs and bellies than in any other country.7





Of course the most important words there are ‘work’ and ‘working’, because employment was precarious and those who did not put money aside in the good times could find themselves in desperate straits during the bad.


Later in life, Franklin was to achieve both wealth and status. For that reason he seems happy to castigate himself in his Autobiography, particularly when it comes to early errors of judgement, which, with his printing background, he calls his errata – though, it has to be said, he usually finds some extenuating circumstances to excuse himself.


However, one real weakness seems to have been exposed in a couple of early friendships with highly intelligent but flawed individuals. One such was with an old Boston friend called Collins, whose fondness for brandy turned him into a soak and then a sponge on Franklin. Another was with James Ralph. Leaving a wife and child behind in Philadelphia, Ralph claimed that he was interested in selling goods on commission. But it was obvious that he had no real interest in becoming a merchant or, as soon became apparent, in returning home. However, Ralph was possessed of the dual advantage of being both entertaining and eloquent. Franklin was certainly also the first of these, but never claimed to be the second. He did, though, enjoy that quality in Ralph, later writing that ‘I never knew a prettier Talker.’8 They took lodgings together in London.


These were in Little Britain, south of Smithfield and near St Bartholomew’s Hospital.9 For a century and a half this had been a street of printers and booksellers, including one Samuel Buckley, whose name Franklin would have known very well from the imprint lines in his copies of the Spectator: ‘London, Printed for Sam. Buckley, at the Dolphin in Little Britain’. Buckley was also the printer of London’s first daily newspaper, the Daily Courant, ‘Courant’ being the then common term for a paper with news.10


Franklin soon found himself employment with one of the seventy-five master printers in London:11 ‘I immediately got into Work at Palmer’s, then a famous Printing House in Bartholomew Close; and here I continued near a Year. I was pretty diligent; but spent with Ralph a great deal of my Earnings in going to Plays and other Places of Amusement.’ On Franklin’s earnings, theirs had to be the cheap seats up in ‘the Gods’, the galleries housing the rowdiest parts of the rowdy audience. We get no more detail from Franklin, but Ralph was to give a description from his own pen a few years later. Writing in the persona of ‘a Person of some Taste and some Quality’, Ralph entertains his readers by humbly proposing ‘that our Playhouses may be enlarged after the Manner of the Grecian and Roman THEATRES, and separate Lodges contrived for those who go there only to chat, intrigue, or eat and drink; that impertinent Mirth, public Amours, or ill-timed Gluttony, may not break in upon the Amusements of those, who go there purely for the sake of the Entertainment’.12


As to the galleries, Ralph describes ‘their frequent Disorders’, considers ‘their Delight is to be noisy’ and finally explodes with: ‘Who can judge sedately of POETRY or MUSIC in Bedlam or a Brothel? Or what is worse, in THEATRES, with Galleries set aside for Livery Servants to Bully and Swear in.’13 Of course Ralph was joking, but his comments are merely an amplified version of many others on the noise and misrule of the eighteenth-century gallery, who were not slow in hurling orange peel, whole fruit or quart bottles to signal their displeasure at events on stage and off.14


Undoubtedly Ralph’s later comments were given extra ire by one of his many failures to find employment in 1724. Franklin takes up his story:




He first endeavoured to get into the Playhouse, believing himself qualified for an Actor; but Wilks, to whom he applied, advised him candidly not to think of that Employment, as it was impossible he should succeed in it. Then he proposed to Roberts, a Publisher in Paternoster Row, to write for him a Weekly Paper like the Spectator, on certain Conditions, which Roberts did not approve. Then he endeavoured to get Employment as a Hackney Writer to copy for the Stationers and Lawyers about the Temple {Inns of Court}, but could find no Vacancy.15





Ralph may have been down on his luck, but he was not downhearted. He took up with a young widowed milliner who, with her child, lived in their lodgings. When she moved out, so did Ralph, who battened on her for money, until their joint monetary problems forced him to move away to take up low-paid temporary work as a country schoolmaster. This was not at all what Ralph had in mind for his future: ‘He deemed {it} a Business below him, and, confident of future better Fortune when he should be unwilling to have it known that he once was so meanly employed, he changed his Name.’16


The name he chose was Benjamin Franklin. He was not at all abashed about it, writing to Franklin to tell him what he had done, asking his friend to look after the milliner and to write back soon and often, but to be sure to address any letters to the school to Mr Franklin, Schoolmaster. For his own part, Ralph continued to write frequently. He sent Franklin large chunks of an epic poem and, in spite of Franklin giving the heavy hint of sending Ralph a newly published satire by Edward Young in the hope of highlighting ‘the Folly of pursuing the Muses with any Hope of Advancement’, ‘Sheets of the Poem continued to come by every Post’. Franklin did look after the milliner, who was now in greater distress, due to Ralph having alienated her friends and interrupted her business. Franklin began lending her money to keep her head above water and they started spending more time together. Franklin then, in his own words, ‘attempted Familiarities’ which ‘she repulsed with a proper Resentment’. This was a real ‘Erratum’, and an extremely costly one. The milliner wrote to Ralph; and Ralph, upon his London return, told Franklin that this reprehensible behaviour had cancelled all obligations. Their friendship was at an end.


In one way, Franklin made light of it all, believing Ralph’s repudiation of his debt was ‘not then of much Consequence as he was totally unable [to repay it]. And in the Loss of his Friendship I found myself relieved of a Burden.’ Franklin is also keen to tell us that he bore no residual enmity and that ‘I loved him notwithstanding, for he had many amiable Qualities.’17 One might almost think that Franklin was grateful to Ralph for having made him knuckle down to working hard, economizing and using his wits. But all this was written many years later, after Franklin had returned to London and the two had met again in different circumstances. Yet Franklin doesn’t neglect to tell us that the amount Ralph owed him was £27. This was then a staggering sum. It would have taken Franklin six months to earn it.18


Franklin changed jobs, moving from Palmer’s to the much larger firm of Watts’s with its near-fifty workmen in Wild Court just off Lincoln’s Inn Fields. On the face of it, this was a gamble because at Palmer’s he had been a compositor, whereas at Watts’s he now started at the lower grade of pressman. But he was no doubt confident of making the step up and was a hard, honest and sober worker. He was highly productive and energetic. In the press room, for ‘Bodily Exercise’, he carried around double the large ‘Forms of Type’ of his colleagues. This was noticed by his fellow workmen who were surprised by the strength of the ‘Water-American’, as they believed that water made you weak, whereas strong beer naturally gave you strength. Had they been right, then some of them would have been Herculean. They had another reason for being startled by his drinking habits, bearing in mind the role of ale and beer in purifying water so that it could be drunk. Water was supplied from the Thames through leaking pipework, and though there were wells, from which the likes of Clerkenwell and Sadler’s Wells got their names, these were used by a number of unhygienic trades and were, like the river itself, polluted – though in no way as heavily as the nineteenth-century Thames.19 One can only assume that either Franklin’s constitution could cope or he found a cleaner source of supply.


As for beer, it was common at the time for a pot-boy from a local alehouse to bring beer direct to a worker at his bench,20 and Franklin’s closest workmate took full advantage on a daily basis. He had a pint in the early morning, a second to wash down his breakfast bread and cheese, a third between breakfast and dinner, a fourth at dinner, a fifth in the afternoon at about six o’clock and then a sixth when he finished work. All of which would lose him four or five shillings from his weekly wage for that ‘muddling Liquor’.21 Franklin does not say, but one can assume that if this man was typical of the time, he would then spend his evenings in the alehouse. Initiation in the workplace and drink went hand in hand. When Franklin was quickly promoted to the composing room, his fellow compositors asked for an initiation fee or ‘Sum for Drink’ of five shillings. This was resented by Franklin, as he had already paid one such in the press room. Supported by Watts, he held out. Yet even the Master’s will was not stronger than that of the ‘Chapel Ghost’, who for two to three weeks mixed up Franklin’s type, transposed his pages and broke up his settings. Strangely, after Franklin paid up, the ‘Ghost’ went away.22


Franklin began to win over his colleagues. At least some of them gave up their breakfast of beer and joined Franklin in eating the far more wholesome porridge, sprinkled with pepper and breadcrumbs and with a bit of butter added. For those who continued with beer and who ran out of credit at the alehouse, Franklin lent them money at a decent rate of interest. This time he made sure that his debts were paid, collecting them direct from the pay table on Saturday nights.23 He had learned his lesson from his experiences with Ralph.
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Franklin found another way of raising money and of gaining himself an important introduction at the same time. On 2 June 1725 he wrote to Sir Hans Sloane, a friend of Sir Isaac Newton, his successor as President of the Royal Society and a great collector. The letter, in The Papers of Benjamin Franklin,* reads as follows:




Sir


Having lately been in the Northern Parts of America, I have brought from thence a Purse made of the Stone Asbestos, a Piece of the Stone and a Piece of Wood, the Pithy Part of which is of the same Nature, and called by the Inhabitants Salamander Cotton. As you are noted to be a Lover of Curiosities, I have informed you of these; and if you have any Inclination to purchase them, or see them, let me know your Pleasure by a Line directed for me at the Golden Fan in Little Britain, and I will wait upon you with them. I am, Sir, Your most humble Servant.


Benjamin Franklin


P.S. I expect to be out of Town in 2 or 3 Days, and therefore beg an immediate Answer.24





In his Autobiography, Franklin wrote that Sloane heard about the purse and ‘came to see me’, which is what we might call one of the ‘slight adjustments’ Franklin made to the account of his earlier life. We do not need that extra detail to realize that, with the postscript in particular, the nineteen-year-old printer was being extremely presumptuous. But his self-confidence worked. Sir Hans ‘invited me to his House in Bloomsbury Square; where he showed me all his Curiosities’ and ‘paid me handsomely’ for the purse.25 And it is good for us that Franklin was persuasive, for Sloane’s magnificent collection was to provide a major part of the British Museum at its foundation in 1753; and the purse was one of the natural history objects, including mineralogical artefacts, which were later given their own home in the Natural History Museum. It remains there today, though not on permanent display – it is made of asbestos, after all.


We are not told whether Sloane offered an introduction to Franklin’s great hero, Sir Isaac Newton – the bust of whom is shown on Franklin’s desk in the David Martin portrait of 1767. Possibly Franklin held back, because we know that he was relying on another friend of Newton for that.


Franklin was already showing an ability to gain personal access to people who shared his interests and enthusiasms but who came from a more socially privileged background. Crucially, once having gained their attention he was able to hold it, not through his oratory, but through being an engaged and attentive listener.


Franklin found time to read a great number of books and he came up with a novel scheme that enabled him to be able to afford to do so, as well as generating an important connection. As he himself explains: ‘While I lodged in Little Britain I made an Acquaintance with one Wilcox a Bookseller, whose Shop was at the next Door. He had an immense Collection of second-hand Books. Circulating Libraries were not then in Use; but we agreed that on certain reasonable Terms which I have now forgotten, I might take, read and return any of his Books. This I esteemed a great Advantage, and I made as much Use of it as I could.’26


Although Franklin’s London work concentrated on printing, he wrote one pamphlet of note. When staying after hours at Palmer’s and probably paying the printer through unpaid overtime, Franklin printed 100 copies of a work that he entitled A Dissertation on Liberty and Necessity, Pleasure and Pain.27 It may have been the cause of Franklin leaving Palmer’s, because, as he later wrote, ‘It occasioned my being more considered by Mr Palmer as a young Man of some Ingenuity, though he seriously expostulated with me upon the Principles of my Pamphlet which to him appeared abominable.’28 This was completely understandable, because Franklin had read the sceptical works of Shaftesbury and Collins and taken the logic of John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding a step further to produce a deistic conclusion.29 Palmer’s concerns were not merely philosophical but also professional. The Dissertation’s title page did not display the name of its author, publisher or bookseller. Justifiably so, because had the pamphlet come to the attention of a magistrate and their identities been known, then its sentiments could have led to prosecution.30 But it was exactly these that attracted the attention of one of Wilcox’s authors, the surgeon J. Lyons, who had written The Infallibility of Human Judgment. Lyons met Wilcox’s young next-door neighbour and took him to meet Dr Bernard Mandeville, who ‘had a club’ at the Horns pale-ale house in Cheapside. Mandeville was the notorious author of The Fable of the Bees; or, Private Vices, Public Benefits, which had argued that humans were solely motivated by self-interest.31 At the time this argument was considered shocking, as was his assertion that some good might derive from a bad event, such as the Great Fire of London.32 Mandeville was denounced from pulpits and in print and this, naturally, increased his fame. In comparison to Ralph and particularly in contrast to Collins, Mandeville was a disreputable friend of some consequence and young Franklin found him ‘a most facetious entertaining {i.e. urbane} Companion’.33


Lyons also took Franklin to meet Dr Henry Pemberton at Batson’s Coffee House at number 17 Cornhill.34 Pemberton, a mathematician of about thirty, was working with England’s most celebrated intellect, Sir Isaac Newton, on the third edition of Newton’s Principia. Newton, though still fractious, was now in his eighties and increasingly frail. Sadly, and much to Franklin’s regret, Pemberton’s promise of an introduction to the great man was one that he was unable to keep.


This disappointment aside, Franklin was now enjoying the club and coffee-house experience for which the Spectator had prepared him. It would set a pattern for his life whereby he would join close-knit groups of free thinkers, some of the members notorious for being so, who met on a regular basis to consider the great matters of the natural world and its related human experience.
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It is almost certain that a book Franklin read at this time was Daniel Defoe’s A Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain, published between 1724 and 1726. We know that Franklin’s later plan for the Pennsylvania Hospital, the first public hospital in America, owed much to Defoe’s book, as can be seen in his ‘Appeals’ in the Pennsylvania Gazette in 1751 and in his Some Account of the Pennsylvania Hospital.35 We also know that an enquiring mind, extraordinary powers of observation and, when required, impressive administrative ability were among Franklin’s great strengths. But whether Franklin’s youthful impressions were guided by Defoe or not, passages in A Tour are useful for giving descriptions of London at the time of his first visit, with Defoe capturing the vibrant growth and changing aspect of the cities of London and Westminster, respectively the national centres of commerce and government.


Three-fifths of the medieval City of London had been destroyed by the Great Fire of London in 1666.36 It had engulfed the mansions on the City waterfront, spread west past Fetter Lane, east to modern Tower Hill and as far north as the most northern point of London Wall. Four hundred and thirty acres were devastated and the City lost many thousands of houses, fifty-two guild halls, St Paul’s Cathedral and eighty-seven parish churches. As Defoe describes, the destruction was unsurprising, as the medieval streets




. . . were not only narrow, and the houses all built of timber, lath and plaster, or, as they were very properly called paper work . . . The manner of the building in those days, one storey projecting out beyond another, was such that in some narrow streets the houses almost touched one another at the top and it has been known that men, in case of fire, have escaped on the tops of the houses by leaping from one side of a street to another.37





After the fire the streets were wider and the buildings ‘chiefly of brick’, and ‘by Act of Parliament, every builder is bound to have a partition wall of brick also, one brick and {a} half thick between every house; it is found to be, indeed, very helpful in case of fire’.38 It was just as well, because Defoe decried the negligence of Londoners: ‘The servants, nay, and the masters too in London are the most careless people in the world about fire, and this, no doubt, is the reason why there are frequently more fires in London and in the out-parts than there are in all the cities of Europe put them together.’39 But in other ways they had learned. Fire insurance had, in Defoe’s words, ‘attained such a universal approbation, that I am told there are above 70,000 houses thus ensured in London, and the parts adjacent’.40
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