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  Context


  Like other leaders of the American Revolution, Benjamin Franklin lived in a time of tumultuous changes. Born into a traditional Puritan society, he grew up with the morals and ideas of America's first European settlers. In the early eighteenth century, America was still a collection of scarcely populated colonies, its people spread out over a vast area with only a few ramshackle cities. The colonies had distinctly different identities: Massachusetts was orderly and Puritan, Pennsylvania was Quaker, New York was largely Dutch, Virginia was aristocratic. The colonies had little in common aside from their ties to Britain. In 1706, the year of Franklin's birth, few would have predicted that by 1790, the year of Franklin's death, the American colonies would be independent from Britain and united as a single, massive country.


  Though America's eventual independence was not inevitable, in retrospect it is not surprising. America was growing rapidly, and with more people, agriculture and trade burgeoned. By 1706, the colonies were already an integral part of the British economy; by the 1750s they were Britain's most important possession by far. Yet Britain never seemed capable of keeping the colonists happy. Americans constantly complained of delays and inefficiencies resulting from a government located an ocean away. They resented British restrictions on trade and felt that the British government did not do enough to keep the frontier safe. Most of all, Americans hated paying taxes–and especially hated paying taxes they had no hand in creating.


  In political and economic terms, America was outgrowing its status as a colony. Its intellectual climate was changing dramatically as well, as new ideas of equality, liberty, and the perfectibility of human nature circulated among intellectuals and the common people alike. Old beliefs seemed less certain and new dreams seemed suddenly possible. Most of all, the vibrant growth of the colonies made it seem as though anyone–with enough work and dedication–could prosper.


  Franklin lived this dream. Born into a large, poor family, and mostly self- educated, he went on to be a master politician, inventor, scientist, military leader, and diplomat–to name just a few of his arenas. In all of these roles Franklin had accomplishments that literally changed the world. Well before his death, he was one of the most famous men in the world–famous for embodying the very essence of Americanness. His wit, humble appearance, liberal ideals, and plainspoken style made distinguished him from other, more aristocratic leaders of his age. His particular mixture of idealism and pragmatism, ambition and morality, optimism and energy make him seem, in retrospect, like the quintessential American. Franklin was perhaps the original self- made man.


  This image of Franklin as the first American is part of what makes him so fascinating. The image is especially fascinating because Franklin influenced so many aspects of American life in his long career, and because Franklin himself created this image. Not only was he a leader in public and intellectual life, he was the first and best public relations man, spin doctor, and self-help guru. He worked nonstop to create his image, never letting anyone see the "real" Franklin. Historians have since tried and generally failed to pin him down. Every modern American public figure, from the President to Hollywood movie stars, creates and manages a public image. Franklin was the first and best at this game. His Autobiography is still considered by many to be the best book to read for advice on how to win friends and influence people.


  Franklin's carefully constructed image, along with his incredibly energetic mind and broad interests, makes it difficult for us to feel we really know him. He keeps a certain distance from us, just as he kept from his contemporaries. No biography of him is ever complete–he will keep historians busy for centuries to come. Franklin once wrote, in the voice of his humble character Poor Richard: "If you would not be forgotten / As soon as you are dead and rotten / Either write things worth reading / Or do things worth the writing." Franklin did both, with an energy and a passion that few have matched and perhaps none have surpassed.


  Plot Overview


  Benjamin Franklin was born in Boston on January 6, 1706. He was the eleventh child of Josiah Franklin, a candle maker; his mother was named Abiah. Franklin's father put him in grammar school to become a minister, but soon took him out again because he could not afford it. Franklin spent a year at a different school and then became an apprentice in the printing shop of his older half-brother, James. There he learned the trade and anonymously published series of essays in his brother's paper.


  When James and Benjamin had a falling out, Franklin left James's shop and moved to Philadelphia. In Philadelphia he found work in another printing shop, and a year later sailed to London to buy supplies to start his own shop. Franklin was stranded in London when the letter of credit the governor of Pennsylvania had promised him never arrived. Unable to afford passage back to America, Franklin found work in a London printing shop, writing more essays and an anonymous pamphlet. After two years, he returned to Philadelphia to work for a merchant, and then finally set up his own printing shop.


  In 1730, Franklin won a contract from the government for official printing work. With this income he was secure, and he soon bought a failing newspaper from his former boss. He married Deborah Read, the daughter of the couple he had lived with when he first arrived in Philadelphia. Together they raised Franklin's illegitimate son, William, and had two children of their own.


  During the 1730s, Franklin was active in civic projects, founding the first public library and the first fire company in America. He also began publishing his popular Poor Richard's Almanack, full of wise and funny sayings. In the 1740s, Franklin grew interested in science, especially the study of electricity. He conducted a series of experiments and discovered that lightning is electrical. His discoveries made him famous in Europe as well as America.


  In 1748, Franklin retired from the printing business and devoted himself fulltime to science and civic leadership, founding a hospital and a volunteer militia. In 1751, he was elected to the Pennsylvania assembly, where he quickly rose to power. When war with the French and Indians threatened in the mid-1750s, Franklin attended a meeting of colonial governments in Albany, where he drafted the Albany Plan of Union.


  Two years later, Franklin organized another militia, and then in 1757 sailed to Britain as a representative of the Pennsylvania assembly. There he tried to convince the British government to let the assembly tax Pennsylvania's proprietors. He returned in 1762 and soon faced a crisis when the Paxton Boys marched on Philadelphia. He became more deeply involved in Pennsylvania politics, leading a campaign to change Pennsylvania from a proprietary colony to a royal one.


  This mission took Franklin back to Britain in 1764. Once he was in London, however, he spent most of his time trying to block, and then repeal, the Stamp Act. He also visited France, Scotland and Wales, became president of the American Philosophical Society, and began writing his Autobiography. Three other colonies appointed Franklin as their representative in London, making him a sort of unofficial American ambassador to Britain.


  Though Franklin's arguments against the Stamp Act helped in getting it repealed, he could not keep America and Britain from drifting toward war. In 1773, he was caught up in a scandal involving letters sent from the governors of Massachusetts to British authorities. When these letters–which requested military help from the British against the colonists–were published, Americans were outraged. Franklin took the blame for stealing the letters and was branded a thief by the British. A little over a year later, Franklin left Britain for good, convinced that war was inevitable.


  Franklin returned to Philadelphia just as the Revolutionary War was beginning. He jumped into the cause, attending the Second Continental Congress and helping Thomas Jefferson write the Declaration of Independence. Franklin drafted a radically democratic Declaration of Rights for Pennsylvania (which was not adopted) and argued for proportional representation in the Articles of Confederation.


  In 1776, Congress appointed Franklin a commissioner to France, where in 1778 he helped negotiate a Treaty of Alliance with the French. In 1782–1783 he negotiated the peace treaty between Britain and America that ended the Revolutionary War. Returning to America in 1785, Franklin was elected to the executive council of the Pennsylvania government, where he served for three years. He attended the Constitutional Convention in 1787 and retired for good in 1788. In his last years he became an ardent foe of slavery. He died on April 17, 1790, aged 84.


  Terms, Events and Important People


  Terms


  
    Albany Plan of Union - In 1754 representatives from several colonies met in Albany, New York, to establish a common defense policy for the frontier and improve relations with the Iroquois. Franklin attended as a delegate and drafted a plan for establishing a common government. The plan was adopted by the convention but then rejected by the legislatures of the colonies. Though the convention failed, it set a precedent for the later Continental Congress, while Franklin's plan became a model for the Articles of Confederation.
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