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INTRODUCTION




Statesman, scientist, publisher, and popular author—Benjamin Franklin witnessed and shaped more events leading to independence than any other colonist. He represented the colonies in Britain. He signed the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States. He negotiated the treaty with France that helped win the Revolution, and the peace treaty with Great Britain that ended the war.


With just two years of traditional schooling, he became a celebrated philosopher and scientist. He discovered rules about electricity that are still taught today. Some of his many other scientific observations were more than a century ahead of their time.

Long before governments began to provide services to their citizens, he helped organize firefighters, schools, and a hospital.

His books were bestsellers. Some were translated and published across Europe. Lines he wrote are now common phrases.

He had remarkably few enemies for a man who played a part in creating a new, complex nation. When he made an enemy, there was usually a reason. By nature he was an optimist. He gave his trust generously and found that even difficult people gave him their trust in return.

He also had faults. He was obsessed with financial success and in business occasionally left people feeling misled. Though he preached often about avoiding vanity, at times his modesty was an act. His optimism sometimes blinded him to reality: He failed to understand for a long time that Britain’s king, George III, would never give the colonists the rights they demanded. He was against slavery as an institution, but he owned slaves for a while and printed advertisements for slaves. For part of his life he held the usual prejudices against African Americans, slave or free. However, it must be said that he came around to the idea that “the black race” was “in every respect equal” to his own, which was a rare belief at the time, even among those people who wanted to end slavery.

He’s an icon now, but he was a man once. He had his good days and his bad days, his boring days and his interesting days. He lived 30,761 days in all. Here are the ten that shook his world and yours.
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RUNAWAY




Boston. 6:12 P.M.

Tonight a teenage Ben Franklin is preparing his escape. Standing on a pier that stretches out into Boston Harbor, too nervous to notice the stench of warm fish guts, he’s thinking back over the clumsy preparations he’s made for his escape from the city. He still has to fool the captain of a ship sailing to New York tonight.

A few weeks ago Franklin was a great success. Just seventeen, he was the author of a popular newspaper column and was filling in as the newspaper’s publisher. Now he’s about to become a fugitive.

Worst of all, the person who would have him arrested on the spot is his brother.

REBELS WITHOUT A PAUSE

There’s been trouble between Ben and his older brother James for a long time. For the last five years, Ben has been an apprentice in James’s printing shop. James was reluctant to offer the position and Ben was reluctant to take it. Their father arranged it. By law, Ben has another four years of service left. He can’t wait that long. He believes James wields his authority with too much force. That may be true. It’s also true that Ben dislikes any authority.

Both brothers are born rebels, from a long line of them. In the 1500s, their ancestors in England were among the first Protestants, challenging the Roman Catholic Church. A later ancestor, a lawyer, helped commoners fight Britain’s aristocracy. The name “Franklin” means “freeman,” and Ben and James live up to it.

James is the only truly independent printer in Massachusetts. He’s one of less than a handful in all of the colonies who’s willing to criticize the government. His newspaper, the scandalous New-England Courant, makes a point of attacking the colony’s leaders. James believes they’re rigid, superstitious, and undemocratic.

His opinions are severe but reasonable. Some of his targets are the self-important churchmen who conducted the Salem witch trials. In that shameful affair, the government executed twenty so-called witches. As many as thirteen others died while in prison.




FRANKLIN WAS BORN ON JANUARY 6, 1705. MANY YEARS LATER, WHEN AMERICA ADOPTED A NEW CALENDAR, THAT DAY BEGAN TO BE COUNTED AS JANUARY 17, 1706.






Ben and James are from a new generation. Boston has become an important seaport, and the trade with Europe brings ideas as well as goods. The town’s church steeples are tall. The masts of the British East India Company’s ships are taller.

BUTCHER, BAKER, CANDLESTICK MAKER?

Ben will eventually become so famous as a printer that it’s easy to see his job with James as a natural choice. In fact he took it as a last resort.

When he’s eight, Ben’s enrolled at the South Grammar School. His father wants him to go to Harvard. The plan is for Ben to become a clergyman.

Ben does well at school. After his first year he skips a grade. Then, without warning, his father withdraws him. His father says the reason is that college would be too expensive. Historians aren’t sure that’s the whole story. Harvard, even then, gave scholarships to students as good as Ben.




THE SOUTH GRAMMAR SCHOOL STILL EXISTS. TODAY IT’S CALLED BOSTON LATIN. FOUNDED IN 1635, IT’S THE OLDEST SCHOOL IN AMERICA.





It’s possible that Ben’s father needs Ben to help in the family soap and candle shop. That’s what Ben does. Unfortunately, Ben hates his father’s business. When the work isn’t disgusting, it’s dull. Ben makes the candles and soap by boiling large vats of animal fat and oil. For soap, the fat is mixed with lye, a chemical that can burn the skin and the lungs. The Franklin shop, like others of the time, sells goods that are practical rather than perfumed.

Soon after starting to work for his father, Ben begins to make comments about working on a ship instead. He’s fascinated by the sailors and traders who pass through Boston. Fearing Ben will run away, his father decides to find him another trade.


Ben is placed with a relative who’s a knife maker, but that arrangement lasts only a few days. The problem is that apprenticeships have to be bought. They’re considered a kind of trade school, and the master tradesman demands a payment as if he were charging tuition. There’s a signed contract, usually lasting seven years. The apprentice isn’t paid until the final year, if at all. He receives only meals and a place to live. (Apprenticeships for girls are rare.) An apprentice who wants to quit is out of luck. Breaking the contract can lead to a fine or even prison.
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A colonial press
 
Unfortunately for Ben’s father, the relative who owns the knife-making shop asks too much money for Ben’s apprenticeship. James is the last choice.

Only twenty-one years old, James has just started his business. He’s counting on receiving a good fee to take on an apprentice. That won’t happen if he takes Ben. Their father is expecting a favor for the family. This might explain why James demands that Ben’s apprenticeship last nine years, an unusually long contract. Whatever the reason, from the start Ben feels it’s not fair.

SILENCE IS GOLDEN

6:35 P.M.

The captain of his getaway ship still hasn’t shown up. Ben is starting to wonder if James has learned of the plan. Then he sees his friend John Collins coming up the pier.

“I saw the captain taking his time at the pub, so I figured you’d be here,” he says.

“Is everything still arranged?” Ben asks.

“Everything but the money. He’ll expect that from you before you board.”


[image: image]

Ben’s work ranged from working the press to delivering the newspaper.

“I have it,” Ben says. Earlier that day he sold his only possessions, his treasured books. It’s enough for the voyage and a few days in New York. He expects to find work by then. “Are you sure he doesn’t know my name?”

“He doesn’t care. But if you make one up, stick to it until you get to New York.”

If you make one up. Collins knows that’s been Ben’s specialty at the Courant, which prints articles written by James and his friends under pseudonyms like “Jack Dulman.”

By coincidence, Ben’s first alias, just like this one for the voyage to New York, was created to hide from James. Late one night, about a year and a half ago, he slipped an article for the Courant under the shop door. The author claimed to be an elderly widow living in the countryside outside Boston. Her name was Silence Dogood.
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Cotton Mather

The next morning, everyone was charmed by the subtle insults the author aimed at the Massachusetts establishment. Although they knew the name was an alias, they didn’t guess the person behind it was Ben. James wouldn’t have published the article if he’d known. He was fooled like everyone else, so he jumped at it. He recognized that the author was poking fun at one of James’s favorite targets, the clergyman Cotton Mather. Mather, widely considered the most educated man in the colonies, had played a big role in the Salem witch trials. The name “Silence Dogood” came from two of Mather’s works: a sermon on “Holy Silence and Godly Patience” and the book Essays to Do Good. Ben had created a character who was named after the Puritan virtues of Cotton Mather but who saw the world very differently.

Thirteen more of the Silence Dogood essays appeared in the next six months. Some expressed the serious ideas Ben was thinking about, like individual rights and community service. One attacked the governor of Massachusetts, calling him a “dangerous hypocrite” who will “cheat a whole country.”

Ben kept the secret of Silence’s identity until the end. By the time James learned the truth, he had bigger problems than Ben’s trick. The government had thrown him in jail because of the opinions printed in the Courant. When he was released, he was ordered to let the government review the Courant before publication.
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Refusing to accept censorship, James came up with a scheme to get around the order. Unfortunately for him, Ben saw an advantage for himself in it.

MY BROTHER’S KEEPER

7:35 P.M.

“Full moon,” the captain says as he claps Ben around the shoulder. “Plenty of light to be on our way.” The captain stinks of bad whiskey and stale tobacco.

Before they step onto the ship, Ben holds out his money. The captain takes it but doesn’t look at it. He just stares Ben in the eye. After a moment he puts the money in his pocket and pushes Ben up the plank to the ship’s deck. Ben knows he’s passed a test, that he’s been found trustworthy. He doesn’t feel trustworthy. He’s come this far by tricking his brother.

James got around the government by taking his name off the newspaper. He signed legal documents to put the paper in Ben’s hands. The issue of February 11, 1723, stated that the paper was “printed and sold by Benjamin Franklin.”

To make the handover appear legal, James signed a document to end Ben’s apprenticeship. In James’s mind, this was just a way to fool the government. To protect himself, he made Ben sign a secret document confirming the apprenticeship.

Ben knew he now had power over James. If James tried to prove that Ben was still an apprentice, James would have to admit that Ben didn’t really take over the Courant. James would face a trial and probably go to jail.

Even so, Ben wasn’t free yet. To keep Ben in line, James asked the other printers in town to refuse Ben a job.




“IT WAS NOT FAIR OF ME TO TAKE THIS ADVANTAGE [OF JAMES]. PERHAPS I WAS TOO SAUCY AND PROVOKING.”

 

FROM The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin






So now Ben is running away. The tide is going out, the captain is shouting orders, and the boat is leaving the pier. Ben is standing out of the way of the deckhands, watching as the church steeples of Boston get smaller and smaller. In days he’ll be in New York, and not long after that he’ll be in Philadelphia.

In time, he’ll begin to regret the way he left James. A few years later he’ll try to make things right between them. But he’ll never regret the decision he is making tonight to leave Boston and begin his first great adventure. [image: image]
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