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Courteous Reader:



Ben Franklin once said, “A man’s story is not told solely by a list of his grand accomplishments, but rather by his smaller, daily goods.” It is those “smaller goods” this book focuses on. Within its pages you will, of course, find mementos of his most famous achievements. After all, what book about Ben Franklin would be complete without mention of electricity, the American Revolution, or Poor Richard’s Almanack? But you will also find scraps from some lesser-known events, as well as funny stories, hand-drawn sketches, cartoons of the day, and snippets of gossip. You will find souvenirs from Ben’s travels, keepsakes from his childhood, bits of his family life, and pieces of his private thoughts.


What you won’t find is a chronological order to these bits and pieces—this is not your traditional biography. Of course, when I began the project, I meant to write one. But as I read Ben’s letters and essays, looked at pictures of his family, and uncovered Franklin stories and anecdotes, I began to see him differently. Innovative, vulgar, sometimes heroic, sometimes flawed, the incredibly complex Ben Franklin I discovered beguiled me, and I was no longer satisfied to tell his story in the ordinary way. I needed a form that would illuminate each of the many facets of his life—the vastness of his interests and accomplishments, and the deep commitment he made to each one.


Ultimately, I hit upon the idea of gathering the bits and pieces by subject and putting them in chapters with titles such as “Boyhood Memories,” “The Writer’s Journal,” “Revolutionary Memorabilia,” et cetera. By organizing the book in this way, I hope you will clearly see each of the many, varied interests Ben pursued throughout his long life. You will watch specific events as they unfold, particular ideas develop, and relationships progress. You will also be able to open this book to any page and discover a piece of Ben—as in a scrapbook. And by using the time line at the beginning, you can, if you wish, place this piece within the whole context of his life.


And like a scrapbook, the story of Ben’s life has been centered around visuals—portraits, etchings, cartoons, and sketches. These images—most created long ago—will bring you face-to-face with history, and help you to connect with Ben the person, rather than just a name and dates. You will actually see Ben’s childhood home. You will see his electrical equipment, the faces of his family, the first pages of his most famous writings. And hopefully, like the individual pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, these snapshots will come together and a whole picture of Ben Franklin will emerge.


Luckily for us, so much of his life has been preserved. It seems that Ben himself kept all his papers—every letter, pamphlet, rough draft, article, drawing, visiting card, invitation—everything! He cherished these papers, and with his strong sense of history, understood that one day they would be useful. When he died, he left them to his grandson William Temple Franklin.


Unfortunately, Temple did not cherish them. Dividing the collection, he left half the papers with a friend, who stored them in his barn. There they remained for the next thirty years, gathering dust, growing mildew, and being given away as gifts to various houseguests.


The other half of Ben’s papers fared no better. Temple carried them to England, where he eventually abandoned them. Around 1840 they were discovered in a London tailor shop (Temple had once lived upstairs). Incredibly, the tailor had used them as patterns for the garments he was cutting.


All might have been lost if not for the efforts of institutions like the American Philosophical Society, Yale University, and the Library of Congress. Working independently of one another, these institutions rescued Ben’s papers from barn and tailor shop. They searched out other mementos of Ben’s life. They gathered, and are still gathering, many of the pieces together. They preserved them, published them, and cherished them as Ben would have. They also generously photographed them and made them available for the pages of this book.


Together these bits and pieces shape the story of Ben’s life and show us his many sides—his intense commitment, his wise reasonableness, his sense of social justice, and his unfailing good humor. Indeed, they show us both his “grand accomplishments” and his “smaller goods.”


Candace Fleming





A YEAR-BY-YEAR LOOK AT BEN’S LIFE


1706: Ben is born on Milk Street in Boston to Josiah and Abiah Franklin.


1712: Moves with his family to bigger house on Hanover Street


1714: Enters Boston Grammar (Latin) School


1715: Josiah decides he cannot afford the school and withdraws Ben. Enters Ben in Mr. Brownell’s school.


1716: Josiah withdraws Ben from Mr. Brownell’s school and puts him to work in his soap- and candlemaking shop.


1718: Josiah apprentices Ben to older brother James, a printer.


1721: James begins to publish his newspaper, the New England Courant.


1722: Massachusetts Assembly jails James for ridiculing public officials in his paper.


1723: Massachusetts Assembly forbids James to publish the Courant. James has Ben publish the paper for him, under Ben’s name. Ben runs away to Philadelphia, gets a job as a printer, and finds a home with John Read, father of his future wife, Deborah.


1724: Governor William Keith sends Ben to London to buy equipment and materials for a printing shop he has promised to finance. Ben arrives to find none of Keith’s promises kept. Finds work at Palmer’s Printing House.


1726: Returns to Philadelphia and works in Thomas Denham’s store until Denham dies. Ben returns to his former printing job.


1727: Forms the Junto, a philosophical/political discussion group


1728: Sets up own printing shop


1729: Publishes the first edition of the Pennsylvania Gazette


1730: Marries Deborah Read. Son William Franklin is born. Begins printing money for the colony of Pennsylvania.


1731: With the Junto, forms the Library Company of Philadelphia


1732: Son Francis Folger Franklin is born. Ben prints first edition of Poor Richard’s Almanack.


1733: Embarks on self-improvement scheme


1736: Francis dies of smallpox. Ben establishes the Union Fire Company. Is appointed clerk of Pennsylvania Assembly. Begins promoting his citywide sanitation scheme. Prints counterfeit-proof money for the colony of New Jersey.


1737: Becomes postmaster of Philadelphia


1741: Invents the Franklin stove. Publishes The General Magazine.


1743: Daughter Sally is born. Ben establishes framework for the formation of the American Philosophical Society.


1744: David Hall becomes Ben’s partner in his printing business.


1745: Begins his electrical experiments


1748: Becomes a soldier in militia regiment he organizes. Retires from printing and turns business over to David Hall. Moves to a house away from noisy market center.


1749: Writes Proposals Relating to the Education of youth in Pennsylvania, which convinces citizens that a state school is needed. This school eventually becomes the University of Pennsylvania.


1750: First suggests the use of lightning rods to keep houses safe


1751: Helps Dr. Thomas Bond establish the Pennsylvania Hospital. Ben’s Experiments and Observations on Electricity is published in London.


1752: Performs famous kite experiment, proving lightning is electricity


1753: Receives honorary degrees from Harvard and Yale Universities. Is awarded the Copley Medal from the Royal Society of London. Is appointed deputy postmaster general for America and begins overhaul of the postal system. Helps negotiate a treaty with Native Americans. Mounts a lightning rod on his own roof.


1754: France and England begin fighting for control of North America. Appointed to the Albany Congress, Ben forms his Albany Plan of Union. Creates “Join, or Die” cartoon.


1756: French and Indian War declared. Oversees the construction of stockades on Pennsylvania’s frontiers.


1757: Pennsylvania Assembly sends Ben to England to discuss colonial disputes with Parliament. During voyage, Ben writes “Father Abraham’s Speech,” the preface for the final edition of Poor Richard’s Almanack.


1760: Grandson William Temple Franklin is born in London to unknown mother. Ben begins construction of his mansion in Philadelphia.


1761: Invents armonica


1762: Son, William, is appointed royal governor of New Jersey. Ben returns to Philadelphia.


1764: Condemns a group of Scottish Americans for attacking Native Americans. Returns to England to bring even more colonial disputes to Parliament’s attention.


1765: Stamp Act is passed by Parliament. Angry Philadelphian mobs surround Ben’s home.


1766: Testifies in favor of the repeal of the Stamp Act before the House of Commons. Testimony is published and applauded in America.


1767: Parliament passes the Townshend Acts, laying taxes on lead, paint, tea, and other items. Americans are outraged. Daughter Sally marries Richard Bache, a Philadelphian shopkeeper.


1768: The British send troops to Boston. Ben devises phonetic alphabet. Publishes first outline of the size and course of the Gulf Stream.


1769: Grandson Benjamin Franklin Bache is born in Philadelphia.


1770: The Boston Massacre occurs. Ben tries to bring compromise between England and the colonies.


1771: Begins writing his Autobiography


1773: Parliament passes the Tea Act, leading to the Boston Tea Party. Ben tries one last time for reconciliation between the two countries.


1774: Parliament passes the Intolerable Acts, punishing Boston for the Tea Party. Ben is ridiculed and denounced by Alexander Wedderburn, attorney for the king, before the Privy Council. He no longer sees any way for England and the colonies to reconcile. In Philadelphia, Deborah Franklin dies after suffering a stroke.


1775: The Battles of Lexington and Concord occur in April, marking the beginning of the Revolutionary War. Ben returns to Philadelphia and takes his seat in the First Continental Congress. Meets with General George Washington to determine the army’s needs. Defeat of the Battle of Bunker Hill convinces Ben that independence is called for. Writes his own declaration.


1776: Is appointed by Congress to draft a declaration of independence. Thomas Jefferson writes it and asks Ben for input. Votes for independence on July 2. After Washington’s defeat on Long Island, Ben is appointed commissioner to France. He sets sail with grandsons William Temple Franklin and Benjamin Franklin Bache. Arriving in Paris on December 21, he hopes to convince the French government to form an alliance.


1777: Ben hears grim news of British occupation of Philadelphia. Also hears joyous news of American victory at Saratoga, New York. Meets Madame Helvétius.


1778: France formally recognizes the United States and signs Treaty of Alliance. Ben is appointed sole minister plenipotentiary by Congress. Begins writing the bagatelles.


1779: Ben and American naval officer John Paul Jones form a plan to raid the English coastline, resulting in a stunning naval victory for Jones.


1780: Gen. Charles Cornwallis takes control of British forces in the American colonies. French troops, under command of the Comte de Rochambeau, arrive in America.


1781: Cornwallis surrenders at Yorktown, putting an end to the Revolutionary War. Congress appoints Ben, along with John Jay, John Adams, and Henry Laurens, as commissioner to negotiate peace.


1782: Ben does not approve of Congress’s choice of the bald eagle as an American symbol.


1783: Ben and the American commission complete negotiations and sign peace treaty with England. Ben attends first-ever launching of a hot-air balloon.


1784: Ben receives letter from son, William, now living in England. It is their first communication in twelve years. Invents bifocals. Exposes Friedrich Anton Mesmer as a fraud.


1785: Ben returns home. On way, meets son, William, in England. Is elected president of the executive council of Pennsylvania.


1786: Reelected president of Pennsylvania


1787: Serves third and final term as president of Pennsylvania. Also serves as the oldest delegate to the Constitutional Convention, where he proposes a two-house legislature. Becomes president of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery.


1788: Retires from public office


1790: Sends letter and petition requesting slavery be outlawed to John Adams, vice president of the United States. Petition is denied, as Ben expected. Dies on April 17; buried next to Deborah in Christ Church Cemetery, Philadelphia.





BOYHOOD MEMORIES


Imagining it may be . . . agreeable to you to learn the circumstances of my life. . . . I sit down to write them.


—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, AUTOBIOGRAPHY, 1771


Boston in the Early 1700s


A small town by modern standards, Boston was a bustling center of Colonial America. Each person, big or small, had his share of work to do. If a person didn’t work, the government of the colony of Massachusetts whipped or jailed him. Strict rules and harsh punishments were enforced. Boston wasn’t particularly pretty, either. Narrow, winding streets full of bumps and holes climbed the low hills above the harbor. On either side of the streets stood square, weathered-gray houses, about a thousand of them. Geese honked on the Common, and pigs roamed the trash-strewn streets. Still, Boston, with a population of nearly six thousand in 1706, was growing, and its harbor had already become the busiest port in North America. As its citizens knew, it would soon become a city to rival all others.
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The city as it looked around the time of Ben’s birth.
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The cottage on Milk Street where Ben was born on January 17, 1706


On a bitterly cold morning Abiah Franklin gave birth to her eighth child (and father Josiah’s fifteenth), a gray-eyed baby boy. Because it was Sunday and the congregation was in church anyway, Josiah bundled the infant into a quilt and carried him across the snow-covered street to Old South Church. There, with icy water from the baptismal font trickling down his forehead, the baby was christened Benjamin Franklin.








LIFE IN THE NEW WORLD


The first English settlers arrived in North America in the early 1600s. By the time Ben was born a hundred years later, thirteen English-speaking colonies hugged the Atlantic coast. Beyond them a great expanse of land rolled westward, nobody knew how far. This land was left to the Native Americans as white settlers learned to live in their new environment.


It was not an easy task. Land had to be cleared. Homes had to be built. Crops had to be planted. And all the while, settlers battled disease, malnutrition, Native American attacks, and the bitterly cold climate. Clean drinking water was often hard to find. Food was scarce. And one out of every four babies died before his or her first birthday.


Still people flocked from England to the New World. They came because life was freer in the colonies. America had its upper and lower classes, but it did not have barriers between them. With hard work, a man could climb to the top and become a prosperous, influential citizen.


He could also freely practice his religion. In America there were Quakers, Roman Catholics, Moravians, Jews, and Anabaptists. And although there had been religious strife early on (in the 1600s), by the time of Ben’s birth, tolerance among the various religious groups had improved.


Only one group of Americans did not share in the colonies’ freedom. Close to 500,000 people of African descent lived in North America at the time of Ben’s birth. Most were slaves, working on farms and plantations in the southern colonies. Slavery existed in northern colonies too, and although many colonial leaders spoke out against the institution, the business of buying and selling humans was common.


Everyone living in the colonies was considered a British subject and owed allegiance to the king. The king created colonies and appointed governors. England also regulated trade and provided for defense. Beyond that, colonists ran their own affairs. They had their own legislatures, called assemblies, where elected officials passed laws and levied taxes.


Who voted for these officials?


In most colonies it was only men who owned property. (Women did not have the right to vote.) In the eighteenth century, however, property meant almost any valuable possession, such as an ax or musket. Because of this broad definition many men had a voice in local politics. At one town meeting one observer noted, “Each individual has an equal liberty of delivering his opinion, and is not liable to be silenced or browbeaten by a richer or greater townsman than himself, and each vote weighs equally whether that of the highest or lowest inhabitant.”


Because of these freedoms, the colonies were already becoming a place of hope for those longing for a decent life, a place, Ben later reflected, where “every man is a freeholder, has a vote in public affairs [and] lives in a warm, tidy house. . . . Long may they continue in that situation.”





When he was six, Ben moved with his parents, brother Thomas, and sisters Lydia, Jane, and Sarah to a house on the corner of Union and Hanover Streets. Three times the size of the cottage on Milk Street, the new house and its adjoining candle shop stood in the middle of the business district, next to the Green Dragon Tavern. Best of all, at least to Ben, was its closeness to water. Two hundred feet north was the Mill Pond, perfect for fishing and wading. And right in front was Mill Creek, a canal that flowed into Boston Harbor. From his bedroom window he could see the harbor with its wonder of sloops and ketches, its forest of towering masts, and its exotic goods like rum, tea, and spices from such far-off places as Guinea, Madagascar, and Brazil. Looking out, he daydreamed of joining a ship’s crew and sailing off for parts unknown. He longed “to break loose and go to sea.”




BEN’S CHILDHOOD HOME
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FAMILY LIFE



Ben was born into a big and busy family. He was the fifteenth of seventeen children, but most of his older brothers and sisters were already married, with homes and families of their own, when he was growing up.


Still, his mother had her hands full with nine-year-old James, seven-year-old Sarah, three-year-old Thomas, and, of course, baby Benny. Two years later she would give birth to Lydia and then her last child, Jane. When Abiah wasn’t caring for her children, she spun wool, wove cloth, cooked, cleaned, sewed, kept her husband’s account books, sang psalms, and taught the children their prayers.


Ben’s father, Josiah, was busy too, with the hard, smelly work of making soap and candles. Every week, in a cloud of flies, Josiah gathered fat from the slaughterhouses. He hauled it home in a wheelbarrow, and melted it in huge wooden vats. Since his workshop adjoined the house, Ben’s nose constantly wrinkled at the stench of rancid animal fat and hot, melted wax.


Josiah and Abiah raised their children in the ways of the “Congregational” or Puritan church—a strict religion that believed in hard work and simple prayer, and followed a set of rigid rules governing everything from the color of clothing to the activities of church members on Sunday. At the age of three Ben was taught the Lord’s Prayer. Every morning and evening Josiah led his family in hour-long prayer, and grace was said over every meal. The whole family attended church twice weekly—on Thursdays and Sundays—where little Ben was expected to sit ramrod straight and silent for up to four hours. An active boy, he considered this a “true hardship.”


Despite the preaching and praying, the Franklins enjoyed what their daughter Jane remembered as a good life: “We were fed plentifully, made comfortable with fire and clothing, and had seldom any contention among us. . . . All was harmony.”


Ben might have argued her last words. “I never developed a closeness with my siblings,” he once admitted. He and his brother James bickered endlessly with each other. And Thomas mocked and teased Ben so often, Ben once retaliated by knocking him flat on his bottom. Angered by his son’s behavior, Josiah handed out what Ben believed was the worst of all punishments—memorizing long passages from the Bible.


One day when Ben was nine, his older brother, Josiah Jr., returned home after ten years at sea. Abiah cooked a feast for the occasion, and all the Franklin children—from thirty-seven-year-old Elizabeth to three-year-old Jane—gathered around the big oak table. It would be the one and only time Ben would sit down with every one of his brothers and sisters.






	THE FRANKLIN GANG







	*ELIZABETH


	BORN


	1678







	*SAMUEL


	BORN


	1681







	*HANNAH


	BORN


	1683







	*JOSIAH JR.


	BORN


	1685







	*ANNE


	BORN


	1687







	*JOSEPH I


	BORN


	1688







	 


	DIED IN INFANCY







	*JOSEPH II


	BORN


	1689







	 


	DIED IN INFANCY







	JOHN


	BORN


	1690







	PETER


	BORN


	1692







	MARY


	BORN


	1694







	JAMES


	BORN


	1697







	SARAH


	BORN


	1699







	EBENEZER


	BORN


	1701







	 


	DIED 1703







	THOMAS


	BORN


	1703







	BENJAMIN


	BORN


	1706







	LYDIA


	BORN


	1708







	JANE


	BORN


	1712







	*Indicates children of Josiah Franklin and his first wife, Anne, who died in 1690











A Speedy Prayer


Even though his parents raised him in a strict, religious household, Ben thought praying was boring and a waste of time, as shown by this story from his childhood, which was related years later by his grandson, William Temple Franklin:


Dr. Franklin, when a child, found the long graces used by his father before and after meal tedious. One day after the winter provisions had been salted, ‘I think, Father, if you were to say Grace over the whole cask—once and for all—it would be a vast saving of time.’





At a time when surprisingly few people learned to swim, seven-year-old Ben taught himself, using a book called The Art of Swimming. Besides illustrating the basic strokes, it taught him a number of tricks, including how to dive, how to swim while holding one foot, and even how to clip his toenails while underwater.


Ben remained an avid swimmer for the rest of his life. Years later, when living in London, he exhibited these skills in the Thames River for a cheering, clapping crowd of spectators. He taught several Englishmen to swim and even considered starting a “school for the instruction of swimming.” Later when he founded a school in Philadelphia, he insisted swimming be part of the studies—an unheard-of idea in those days!
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A page from the book that taught Ben how to swim
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Ben annoys his family with the screechy sounds of a tin whistle.


When he was seven years old, something happened that Ben would remember all his life. One day some friends of his father’s filled Ben’s pockets with change. Merrily he headed to a toy shop. Along the way he saw a boy playing a whistle and, charmed by its sound, gave the boy all of his money for it. Then he tooted home—through the streets of Boston and through the rooms of his house on Union Street. But what was music to Ben’s ears was nothing but noise to his family’s. The high-pitched shriek caused the family dog to bark and his baby sister, Jane, to cry. Annoyed, family members asked how much he had paid for the irritating toy. When they learned Ben had given all his coins for it, they laughed and told him he had paid four times as much as it was worth. As Ben thought of all the other things he could have bought, the whistle lost its charm. He “cried with vexation,” then stuffed the now worthless whistle into a trunk, never to be played again. It was, Ben later wrote, “a bitter lesson not forgotten.” From this experience Ben made up an expression to describe most of life’s troubles. They came from “giving too much for the whistle.”



FUN WITH UNCLE BENJAMIN



When Ben was nine, his namesake, Uncle Benjamin, arrived in Boston from England. Old and eccentric, Uncle Ben hung around the house on Hanover Street composing silly rhymes, teaching Ben a form of shorthand he had invented, and telling family stories like this one.


Back in England, when ancestors of the Franklins still lived there, the family suffered through a time of religious persecution. But they refused to give up their Bible and instead taped it under a footstool. When an adult wished to read it, “he placed the stool on his knees upside down and turned the pages.” One of the children stood at the door as lookout in case anyone was coming. If someone was, the stool was turned down again on its feet, where the Bible remained concealed and as secret as before.





COTTON MATHER was Boston’s most important minister. From his church pulpit he preached fiery sermons on topics ranging from the evils of witchcraft to the importance of smallpox inoculation. He believed it was his job as a church leader to teach, lead, and inspire all Bostonians to live moral lives. One day Reverend Mather was following young Ben down a narrow passageway when he suddenly cried out, “Stoop! Stoop!”


Before Ben could understand what the reverend was hollering about, he thumped his young head on a low beam.


Reverend Mather was a man who never missed an opportunity to give advice, and as Ben sat rubbing his battered forehead the clergyman said, “You are young, and have the world before you. Stoop as you go through it, and you will miss many hard thumps.”
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