


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






This book was researched and written with financial support from the Thomas Skelton Harrison Foundation, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, a nonprofit, nonpartisan foundation. The Harrison Foundation promotes good government and sound municipal finance in the city of Philadelphia and supports work that promotes the general welfare of the inhabitants of that city. The Thomas Skelton Harrison Foundation exercised no editorial control over the contents of this work.





To Cecile

 



The Poet praises his Helen for 
“a quarter-century of faultless love.” 
You have given me so much more than that.





Preface
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Forty years at the craft of journalism gives one a taste to tell a certain kind of story. The tale I prefer to tell is how my subject develops as a person as challenges occur. For just as people make history, events certainly shape character.

There is no better tale than the life of Benjamin Franklin and the times in which he lived. The world he was born into had plunged into a total revolution, a revolt against age-old doctrines of knowledge, of morality, and of the way men govern themselves. This is a good time to tell that story as we near the three hundredth anniversary of his birth.

Benjamin Franklin’s character was an astonishingly malleable work in progress. Perhaps because he lived so much longer and loomed so much larger than most of his contemporaries, we think  of him as marching in a steady line from a humble beginning onto the world stage. The man himself bears some of the blame with the autobiographical rags-to-riches yarns he concocted.

But of all his traits, what catches our eye is his burning ambition fueled by a restless physical energy. In 1748, at a time when few lived past the age of fifty, Franklin, then forty-two, retired from an already active life of accomplishment, prosperity, and public reputation. Instead of spending his likely few remaining years engrossed in the scientific observations he loved so much, he embarked on a series of daring adventures that would consume the last half of his life. He risked everything—his family, his health, his reputation, and, on several occasions, his life. This tale is about that evolution from striving craftsman to daring diplomat, spy, and master builder of a nation. Franklin’s life is more dramatic than any yarn the old storyteller could have devised for himself.

At the end of the tale, Franklin emerges as the essential ingredient in a chemical chain reaction of other remarkable characters that produced a great light for the rest of the world. He was the catalyst that made other Founders coalesce and interact with each other; he also was a steady source of the strategies and ideals that fueled the experiment and gave it substance. Without taking a single bit of luster from any of the others who were in at the beginning, it is hard to see how we would be what we are today without the eighty-four-year progress of Benjamin Franklin. He was not typical of the times, nor was he the archetype of our national character—for that, too, is still a work in progress. But Benjamin Franklin was the essential American. He became that by sheer hard work and the challenge of an age.





Prologue
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In the spring of 1755 Benjamin Franklin visited a political ally, Colonel Benjamin Tasker, on his large estate in Maryland. Franklin recounted in a letter how the country squire guided him, his son, and others around the plantation on horseback when
we saw, in the vale below us, a small whirlwind beginning in the road and showing itself by the dust it raised and contained. It appeared in the form of a sugar loaf, spinning on its point, moving up the hill towards us, and enlarging as it came forward. When it passed by us, its smaller part near the ground, appeared no bigger than a common barrel, but, widening upwards, it seemed at forty or fifty feet high to be twenty or thirty feet in diameter. The rest of the company stood looking  after it, but, my curiosity being stronger, I followed it, riding close by its side, and observed its licking up in its progress all the dust that was under its smaller part. As it is a common opinion that a shot fired through a water-spout will break it, I tried to break this little whirlwind by striking my whip frequently through it, but without any effect. Soon after, it quitted the road and took into the woods, growing every moment larger and stronger, raising instead of dust the old dry leaves with which the ground was thick covered, and making a great noise with them and the branches of the trees, bending some tall trees round in a circle swiftly and very surprisingly, though the progressive motion of the whirl was not so swift but that a man on foot might have kept pace with it . . . . I accompanied it about three-quarters of a mile, till some limbs of dead trees, broken off by the whirl, flying about and falling near me, made me more apprehensive of danger; and then I stopped. . . . Upon my asking Colonel Tasker if such whirlwinds were common in Maryland, he answered pleasantly: “No, not at all common; but we got this on purpose to treat Mr. Franklin.”1






The essence of Franklin is in this anecdote. Here is Franklin the vigorous and daring, the skilled horseman who could venture close to a frightening funnel cloud while others hung back. All his life he poked into things that gave other men pause, but he did it with a light, self-effacing laugh so as not to appear to take himself too seriously. This light touch wrongly convinced some to consider him a less than serious character. Many came to regret misjudging Franklin, for while he loved to laugh, he was ever serious—and could be ruthless—about the things that mattered most to him. He could poke fun at himself; others did so at their peril.

 



JUST TWO YEARS AFTER THE INCIDENT at Colonel Tasker’s estate, in 1757, the Pennsylvania General Assembly chose Franklin for a special mission to London. He was fifty-one, at the midpoint of his adult life, and had retired from a successful career as a printer and publisher. He had intended, he said, to devote the rest of his life to scientific investigations and experiments. He had a wife, children, a comfortable home in Philadelphia, and wealth enough to content any man to stay put. Yet he itched to be away and to test his skills in another, bigger arena. In the years to come he would return home for brief episodes, but this trip began a twenty-six-year odyssey that would take him to the principal capitals of Europe and make him the point man in America’s cause.

The task ahead was a calculated risk both for Franklin and for the seventy-six-year-old colony. Once in London, he was to coax the hardfisted sons and heirs of Pennsylvania’s founder, William Penn, into paying a share of the cost of a terrible war that had erupted three years earlier on the province’s far western frontier. The conflict we know as the French and Indian War had its origins in 1753, when French troops built a network of forts up the Ohio Valley and north along the shores of the Great Lakes to Canada. This effectively sealed off the English colonies (especially Virginia and Pennsylvania) from any westward expansion beyond the Appalachian Mountains. Frighteningly, the French sent their Indian allies into that far region to drive terrified settlers from their homes. This was the sharp edge of a broad campaign by the French that also crossed the borders of New England and moved down the Mohawk Valley into New York. If King Louis XV could not drive the hated English out of North America altogether, he at least could guarantee that they would spread no farther west.

Franklin understood that getting the Penn heirs to agree to be taxed on their vast landholdings was crucial to the issue of whether Pennsylvania would be able to defend its people and to contribute  to the British counterattacks that were being planned. But while King George II had to pay taxes in England, it was not at all clear that colonial assemblies could tax against their will those who held proprietary charters for land in North America. More than money was at stake. The sons of William Penn were bent on rolling back many of the generous guarantees of self-government that their founder father had promised in the 1680s to attract settlers. Pennsylvania had the most liberal colonial charter, and its inhabitants jealously guarded their rights.

Franklin’s enemies—and he had plenty—were outraged at his appointment as a special agent to London. Now he would get to swank it up in the fabled metropolis of the British Empire. He would be courted and flattered by the prestigious coterie of scientists who honored his research discoveries from afar. Franklin was not the only Pennsylvanian with a reputation that reached across the sea, but he was by far the best known. Those who remembered his early start as a seventeen-year-old runaway apprentice still considered him a roughneck. Those who worked at the strenuous skilled crafts rightly considered Franklin as one of their own, and they loyally formed a political base for him that could rally the vote or turn out for a brawl. This made him dangerous in the eyes of many of the ruling Quaker grandees who prized order above everything. Others noted with disdain that Franklin appeared to have an unseemly ambition to rise even higher. Like everyone else at that time, Franklin had been adept at placing family members and friends in profitable positions in the burgeoning newspaper and postal system that he oversaw. Now, it was charged, he would seek to advance himself further at Pennsylvania’s cost; there were rumors he wanted to be the royal governor and would sell the colony out to the proprietors to get the post.

Most of Pennsylvania’s Quaker merchant elite were themselves only a generation or so off the boat as immigrants, but they were  suspicious of newcomers. In their eyes Franklin was still a Bostonian, an outsider and a tradesman, a man who worked with his hands at the dirty job of printing. It counted for little that he was the best writer of his day, the publisher of both the most widely read newspaper in America and an internationally famous almanac, and the most important intercolonial public official (as deputy postmaster general for the colonies). He was not a Quaker, and so the ruling community of merchants was not sure he was sound. Although he attended the local Presbyterian church, his public skepticism and jabs in print at most organized religions only added to suspicions.

He long ago had stopped carousing at the dockside taverns with carpenters and brickmasons, but the trappings of middle-class respectability that he assumed seemed too easily come by. He was not humble enough for Quaker tastes; this was especially true for those who remembered him in the streets in a leather apron, with his shirtsleeves rolled up, as he trundled a wheelbarrow of paper back to his print shop. Now he dressed as what he was, a man of affairs, a member of the colony’s General Assembly. Yet he was not respectful of the colony’s institutions—organized religion, the law courts, and, least of all, the proprietary owners—which bound the province together. He criticized the powerful in print (an unpleasant novelty in this century); worse, he made fun of them with biting satires and parody.

But most damning of all, Franklin had the annoying facility to be absolutely indispensable whenever there was a crisis. He rightly got credit for many of the civic improvements that were pushing Philadelphia to its primacy over Boston as the leading city in North America. In the critical early days of the war he became something of a military hero for leading the local militia in the frontier defenses against the Indians. Overriding it all was his spectacular international reputation for his discoveries of the common identities of  lightning and electricity. But not everyone applauded him—many believed that lightning was the visible sign of God’s wrath, and to capture it and make it run along wires seemed impious to the extreme.

Still, Franklin had many more friends than enemies. In addition to his fellow craftsmen he also had a firm base in the rising middle class of small businessmen and factory owners. Most important (and rather annoying to those who depended on the favor of the proprietors), he had the admiration and support of many of the most powerful and wealthy men throughout the colonies. These leaders had agreed with an earlier Franklin proposal that the colonies should more closely unite on matters of mutual interest—defense being just one. Many of these men also admired his scientific research because they, too, were experimenting in everything from celestial navigation to the crossbreeding of plants.

So, despite his critics, the majority in the General Assembly voted Franklin’s appointment as agent to the Penn family. As a final jab at his opponents, Franklin prompted his son, William, to resign his job as clerk to the Assembly and accompany him to London. William was generally conceded to be illegitimate, and the notion that Franklin would be introducing him into London society galled his critics.

Franklin, with typical self-effacement, assured everyone that he wanted to be out of politics altogether and that this brief mission to London would be his last appearance on the public stage. After all, he had said when he sold his printing and newspaper business in 1748 that he would “in the few years left to me” devote his life to quiet study and his science projects. As with many of his tactical public statements, there was some truth and a little falsehood mixed in.

It is certainly true that most men of that century did not live past age fifty; women had even shorter lives. Yet Franklin was extraordinarily robust even in an age when one had to be hardy just to stay alive. His physical strength and relentless energy had become a byword among his friends. He was hardly going into retirement. The profit-sharing deal he had arranged when he had sold his business would ensure him an ample flow of income for another decade. So whatever he said about the impending end of his days or his desire to escape the bonds of politics, his actions belied him. However frustrating the public arena could be, he could not resist its call. In fact, he never tried.

For Franklin, the trip to London itself was a prize worth almost any price (one price being that he would have to leave behind his wife, Deborah, who refused to accompany him because she feared the long sea voyage). But the normally hard up Assembly had given him the lavish sum of £1,500 to spend during the few months the task should take. This, too, outraged the opposition. Pennsylvania, like the older established colonies, already had two agents in place in London. Many colonial agents were prominent members of Parliament, and most were pleased to receive £200 or so a year for the mundane tasks of obtaining trade permits and pursuing land and debt claims.2


But Franklin would have paid his own way for the chance to revisit London, where as a youth he had perfected his printing craft skills and learned so much more. He loved to travel; it was central to the restless curiosity that drove him all his life. Everything grabbed at his attention and claimed his interest. The most common matters demanded explanation, and, in the search for those answers, he sought other answers about his own nature—the greatest mystery he faced.

Franklin believed travel was necessary to his health, and the longer and more arduous the journey, the more good it did him. Although we often think of him as a sedentary man of letters, he was never happier than when he was on the road or on shipboard  taking in the wonders before him. He was a large, stocky man with muscles still firm from a life at the printing press and on horseback. His hair was still brown with only a hint of gray and his hairline had begun only a slight retreat from his broad forehead to mark the passing of time. Although he still clung to some of the Puritan plain habits of his Boston upbringing, he had developed a fondness for the punch bowl, the glass of fine Madeira, and the banquet table. He could just taste the joys awaiting him in London. He was away from Philadelphia before anyone could stop him.





Chapter 1

Traits and Prospects
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The Benjamin Franklin who dashed off to London in Pennsylvania’s cause was a curious and untypical mixture of eighteenth-century colonial America. He was a town man in an overwhelmingly rural society. He aspired to power and influence but resented and goaded those already at the top. He baffled friend and foe alike with a public face of simple habits and a private taste for more of everything.

He was, first of all, a Franklin. He inherited a range of traits that are one key to the mystery that has puzzled many biographers. The Franklin family’s roots were firmly in the English craft classes, and yet they were never as humbly poor as Benjamin later pretended when he talked about his path to eminence. Josiah Franklin, Benjamin’s father, was from a landowning Northamptonshire  family of strong Calvinist belief. Early generations were farmers and blacksmiths, but later Franklins became skilled dyers of various cloths. Josiah was a silk dyer in the English market town of Banbury.

In 1660, the restoration of Charles II to the English throne rekindled the turmoil between the establishment majority of the Church of England and Roman Catholic families loyal to the Stuarts. Confusing matters was a mix of other Protestant denominations from Presbyterians to Methodists to Quakers. Franklins were pious and fearless Congregationalists who believed that each village church should run its own affairs. Against the law the family kept their own Bible and hid it under a stool. They also held illegal home services with a lookout at the window to watch for establishment church informers.

In 1683, twenty-six-year-old Josiah, wife Anne, and their three children immigrated to Boston with others in their community who looked to the Massachusetts colony for better opportunities and more religious freedom. The move at first seemed a mistake for Josiah: gaily colored clothing was not in line with drab Puritan fashions. As a result, Josiah shifted to the more necessary, but unpleasant, craft of being a tallow chandler—making soap and candles from boiled animal fat.

It was a noxious business, as the boiling cauldrons threw off sickening fumes. Within five years, however, Josiah was able to rent a shop away from his home; he hung his trade sign with its large blue ball on High (now Washington) Street. He also settled his family into a rented house on nearby Milk Street just across from the Old South Church. As soon as he could, he applied to undergo the ten-year probation period for full membership in the church. From contemporary records we know he was an active and ardent participant at Old South, leading the chanting of hymns during services and holding prayer meetings at home during the week.1  This was at a time when the religious fervor that underpinned the founding of the Bay Colony was in decline. Only four out of ten Bostonians had formal church affiliation, and the port city (the largest in North America) was a violent stew of taverns and prostitution despite town leaders’ regular efforts to keep order. For Josiah, church membership allowed him to practice his faith in the open for the first time.a


An active religious life was a valued passport into acceptance among Boston’s influential class, and in the years to come Josiah would be selected to a series of positions of trust, including town constable and clerk of the market. Benjamin absorbed the need for a set of beliefs, but he came to spurn the rigidities of organized worship.

Franklin men were a robust lot. Benjamin could well have been describing himself in this picture of Josiah that he included in his Autobiography: 
He had an excellent constitution of body, was of middle stature, but well set, and very strong; he was ingenious, could draw prettily, was skilled a little in music, and had a clear pleasing voice, so that when he played psalm tunes on his violin and sung withal, as he sometimes did in an evening after the business of the day was over, it was extremely agreeable to hear. He had a mechanical genius too, and, on occasion, was very handy in the use of other tradesmen’s tools; but his great excellence lay in a sound understanding and solid judgement in prudential matters, both in private and publick affairs. In the latter, indeed, he was never employed, the numerous family he had to educate and the straitness of his circumstances   keeping him close to his trade; but I remember well his being frequently visited by leading people, who consulted him for his opinion in affairs of the town, or of the church he belonged to, and showed a good deal of respect for his judgement and advice; he was also much consulted by private persons about their affairs when any difficulty occurred, and frequently chosen an arbitrator between contending parties.2






Benjamin apparently also inherited a robust sexuality. Before she died in 1689, in her thirties, Anne Franklin bore her husband seven children in all, though two died as infants—the last little boy outliving his mother by only six days. This left Josiah with five children who needed a mother. He moved quickly to pay court to Abiah Folger, a twenty-one-year-old daughter of an early Nantucket family who had moved to Boston and attended the Old South Church. Abiah married Josiah in Old South in November, five months after Anne’s death. She would bear him another ten children, six boys (including Ben) and four girls.

Benjamin inherited another trait from both parents: longevity. Abiah lived to be eighty-five; Josiah, eighty-nine. On the stone he later placed over their graves, Benjamin described his father as “a pious and prudent Man” and his mother as “a discreet and virtuous Woman.”3 Neither had much time to be anything else.

The Franklins were hard workers at an occupation that was sheer drudgery. Abiah, burdened as she was with a teeming household to run, managed to perfect a soap for bathing which became so popular that Benjamin twenty years later stocked a version in his shop in Philadelphia. The children, too, worked at the vats, and at least one set up his own chandlery. Josiah turned his hand to whatever made a profit. He won the contract to sell the candles to the night watch. He also allowed slave traders to schedule inspections and auctions of newly arrived Africans outside his  chandlery; newspaper advertisements directed buyers to “the sign of the Blue Ball.”b


 



BENJAMIN WAS THE TENTH, AND LAST, OF JOSIAH’S SONS. He was born in 1706 on January 6, a date he celebrated all his life even though the subsequent calendar revision moved it to January 17, the day we mark now. It was one of the coldest winters on record, but because the day was a Sunday, Josiah bundled Abiah and the baby out of bed and into the Old South Church for an immediate baptism—for a superstition held that a child born on the Sabbath had been conceived in sin on an earlier Sabbath. Yet the haste of the ceremony also could have reflected that Josiah meant for the babe to be his tithe to the church, destined for the clergy.

The little house on Milk Street must have been in constant turmoil. Some friction was inevitable, for Elizabeth, the firstborn, was only eleven years younger than her stepmother; in all, thirty-four years would separate the eldest of Josiah’s children from the youngest—Jane, who was born in 1712. Jane and little Benjamin formed a friendship that lasted all their lives. Childhood was a perilous time in those days. Three of Benjamin’s older siblings died early, one drowning in an untended vat of soapsuds.

Soon an older brother of Josiah, the namesake uncle of Benjamin, arrived from England in some disarray. This elder Benjamin Franklin also was a cloth dyer but had fallen on hard times; all but one of his ten children had died, and he had come to Boston for a fresh start and to prepare the way for his last son, a maker of cutlery, to join him. Josiah and his brother argued   constantly while he lived with the family, but the uncle had a soft spot for his little nephew. He wrote acrostic poems based on his name and urged the boy to better govern his own headstrong, noisy nature.

In later years, Franklin would recall there being thirteen people around the dinner table. Both parents were sober, pious folk, but there must have been some gaiety. Music and fierce conversation were an evening’s recreation. Josiah Franklin worked all the hours he could to get ahead, but he also yearned for greater knowledge for himself and his family. Another of Benjamin’s early memories was of regular guests invited from the community to eat dinner at the crowded table. The guests were men of business and religious affairs, and for their supper they were expected to discuss with Josiah the issues of the day or some question of church doctrine.

While the men soberly weighed their comments, the children (and Abiah) were supposed to sit silently and absorb useful knowledge that they could not get from books. Benjamin later wrote:
By this means he turned our attention to what was good, just, and prudent in the conduct of life; and little or no notice was ever taken of what related to the victuals on the table, whether it was... of good or bad flavor . . . so that I was bro’t up in such a perfect inattention to those matters as to be quite indifferent to what kind of food was set before me, and so unobservant of it that to this day if I am asked I can scarcely tell a few hours after dinner what I dined upon.4






Books were an expensive luxury reserved for only the truly wealthy, but Josiah had a small collection of religious doctrinal tracts that he pored over to prepare himself for his endless debates over virtue. Not surprisingly, then, young Benjamin was an early reader. He recounts that he could not remember a time when he  could not read, and his sister Jane said in later years that her brother could read parts of the Bible by the time he was three.

Benjamin apparently was Josiah’s chosen child. Although Josiah’s seven other surviving sons had been sent off to apprenticeships as soon as possible, Benjamin was enrolled in the Boston Latin School at the age of eight to study religion and the classics. The course was to prepare him for the entrance examinations for Harvard College, the launching pad for any colonial clerical career. He was a quick success. After only eight months, he advanced to the head of his class, then to the one higher, and would have gone into yet a third class of study had his father not removed him. The excuse given was the expense, but Franklin later told his own son, William, that he suspected his father had changed his mind after taking a hard look at the clergyman’s penurious life.

Ben was then put into another school, this one specializing in writing and mathematics—more suited for the tradesman he was now to become. He did well for about another year. At that time John Franklin, the oldest son by Abiah, left his father’s chandlery and moved to Rhode Island to go into business for himself. Ben was taken out of school and put to work cutting wicks and putting them into the molds for the hot wax; he tended shop, ran errands for his father, and disliked it all very much.

There is a fretful fault line of impatience in the Franklin lineage. Josiah had taken his family to a distant land rather than compromise his religious beliefs. And then his first son born in Boston, also named Josiah, had rebelled against plans to apprentice him and run away to sea, where he was lost. Other sons were quarrelsome, especially James, who had learned the printing trade. Now here was young Ben, grumbling about the shop and threatening to follow brother Josiah to the glamorous life of a sailor.

The father then did something remarkable for those authoritarian times. He walked Benjamin around Boston to visit the workshops  and forges so the boy could see firsthand what carpenters, joiners, bricklayers, tinsmiths, cutlery makers, and other craftsmen did. At first Josiah pressed his son into a trial as an apprentice to his cousin Samuel Franklin, who made knives and scissors. But the cousin wanted a fee for taking the child in, and in the end the father decided to apprentice Benjamin to the boy’s half brother James, a printer. The boy initially balked but finally agreed.

 



JAMES FRANKLIN WAS TWENTY-ONE AND THE YEAR before had returned from London, where he had learned his journeyman’s skills in the metropolis’s thriving print shops. He brought with him cases of type and a new press, and set up as a general printer of business documents and a seller of stationery and printed fabrics. This, by the way, tells us that the Franklin family had been able to acquire quite a bit of capital, or enough at least to obtain substantial credit. A new press and fonts of type could cost as much as £200—five years’ earnings for a middling craftsman.

The printing press was a truly revolutionary technology, even more so than the computer and Internet that have so transformed our society. European kings and church hierarchy were wary of the press from the start. Through nearly all of the seventeenth century, English kings forbade presses and type foundries except those licensed in London and at the established universities. Censorship was still a harsh reality well into the next century; jail, confiscation, and ruin were real threats to both writers and publishers. And one could be transported to the primitive colonies for writing what were judged treasonable utterances against those in power.

The experience of the early American colonies stood in contrast. Before presses were licensed in any English provincial city, they were functioning in Boston, Cambridge, Philadelphia, and St. Mary’s City, Maryland. In 1693, the year the English restrictions on newspapers outside London were lifted, the first press was set  up in New York. Colonial newspapers were a natural by-product of the printer’s art. They had to be licensed, to be sure—and were quickly suppressed if they were not—but they made lively reading and often were cautiously critical of the powers that were.5


Newspapers not only recorded local events but also reported on the politics, natural disasters, and commercial growth of far-distant colonies. More ambitious publishers developed relationships with printers in other towns and pilfered news from months-old magazines and papers from London. Equally important, the printers began to bind the economies of the colonial communities more closely. Each printer offered a line of commercial documents, bills of sale, contract forms, wills, deeds, and the like. The standardization of business practice came as ordinary citizens were growing more involved in the governing of their colonies.

James Franklin, however, found that the fierce competition among Boston’s many presses made it difficult to prosper. In 1719 the Franklin brothers took over the printing of the Boston Gazette, one of the city’s two weekly newspapers, but after only forty issues they lost the contract.

Life for an apprentice printer was pretty spartan even with a congenial master, which James was not. The two fretted each other from the start. As was the custom, James instructed Benjamin in the two distinct skills of being a compositor and being a pressman, the higher calling. The first required extraordinary hand-eye coordination and immense stamina. A compositor stood at upright cases of many little open drawers. Each drawer held pieces of lead type for every letter of the alphabet, both upper- and lowercase, plus all the punctuation marks and other graphic devices. The typesetter grasped in his left hand a long tray, called a composing stick, that was the length and width of whatever was to be printed, say a column of newspaper type. Looking at the handwritten copy that was to be set up, he used his right hand to flick among the  many dozens of drawers, sliding the pieces of type into place on the composing stick—upside down and backwards. When full, the tray was unloaded onto a flat adjustable form, where it made a negative image of what the printed page would show. Once the printing was completed, the entire composing process had to be reversed and be done with even greater speed and total accuracy. Each letter had to be cleaned and put back into its drawer, lest the shop be thrown into an uproar.

The pressman in the meantime had taken the heavy form, trundled it to the press, and laid it carefully onto the bed. He inked the letters, gingerly laid a piece of paper across the surface, and used a ponderous lever to screw a mat down on the paper, pressing it onto the inked surface. It was both drudgery and delicate work, for the pressing had to be done just right or it would smear. Once one side was dried on a line, the process could be repeated on the other side.

The production of a handful of a single two-sided newspaper must have been exhausting. Yet these primitive old wooden presses were wonders. According to a common labor standard, two men serving a single press (one to pull, the other to ink and lay paper) could print a “token” of 240 pages (on one side only) in an hour, or 2,400 sheets in a ten-hour day. Wages of six pennies for 1,000 letters set and printed were the standard during Benjamin Franklin’s career, so speed and endurance were essential.6 As an apprentice, he got only a pittance from his master. But he quickly became proficient at both craft skills, and he began to take pride in his ability. All his life Benjamin considered himself first and foremost a printer. Considering the times, it may well have been the most important skill he mastered.

 



THE FIVE YEARS UNDER JAMES WERE A TIME of concentrated growth, as Benjamin transformed from a boy into a young man. The work brought constant exercise of the most arduous kind. Yet typesetting  usually was restricted to the daylight hours (candlelight led to costly mistakes). So when the light failed, or Boston turned out for one of its many church holidays, there was time to play—plenty, actually, since one of the skills that all apprentices learned was how to make oneself scarce.

Growing up on Boston’s waterfront, Benjamin was a fearless swimmer and skilled boatsman. Swimming naked in the harbor was hardy enough, but by his later recollection, Benjamin explored ways to go faster and farther. He made himself what he described as “paddles” for his hands and feet but discovered that while his speed increased greatly, so did his fatigue. One time he convinced a friend to carry his clothes around a lake while he pulled himself through the water using a kite as power.

Because of his large, muscular frame and considerable strength, Ben became the leader of his little group. This was a rowdy time, and scuffles between neighborhood gangs and packs of apprentices were a regular excitement. So Benjamin became adept at fighting and later admitted that even when he had bested an opponent, the rules permitted him to give his foe one more “knock” before letting him rise.

But Benjamin’s addiction to books set him apart from the other harum-scarum boys of his class and time. As a younger boy he had read through his father’s books on religious doctrine but found they merely made him skeptical. Now, Benjamin plunged into the wonderworld of books in earnest. “The little money that came into my hands was ever laid out in books,” he would recall in his Autobiography. All his days he remembered as one would a first love the first book he owned, a used copy of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Once he had devoured that, he sold it in order to buy a collection of all of Bunyan’s writing; then he sold that and bought a series of small booklets, forty or fifty in all—a mix of historical biography and digests of classical stories. From there he  went headlong into Plutarch’s Lives of the greats of antiquity and thence to self-guidance books such as Daniel Defoe’s Essay on Projects and Cotton Mather’s Essays to Do Good. A local merchant who visited the print shop each day took a liking to the boy and let him borrow freely from his own small library. Benjamin’s appetite was ravenous. He begged newly arrived volumes from the counter boys in bookshops so he could read them overnight and get them back first thing in the morning. He borrowed books on arithmetic, read geometry from books on navigation, and pored over volumes on how to think and reason.

All this reading led to his first attempts to write. He wrote two ballad-style poems on current topics—a tragic drowning and the capture of Blackbeard the pirate. James printed them and sent Benjamin out into the street to hawk his creations. Both were instant hits, and the boy’s vanity—by his own admission—swelled to the point that his father had to remind him that most poets made a very poor living indeed. Art, the boy was taught, must always serve commerce.

One of the more charming tales in the Autobiography is how he tried to perfect his prose writing style in order to become a better arguer. He already was of a disputatious nature, so much so that James had beaten him for insolence on several occasions. Indeed, Ben and another apprentice named John Collins made a friendship out of testing each other in debate on important issues. As he recalled:
A question was once, somehow or other, started between Collins and me, of the propriety of educating the female sex in learning, and their abilities for study. He was of opinion that it was improper, and that they were naturally unequal to it. I took the contrary side, perhaps a little for dispute’s sake. He was naturally more eloquent, had a ready plenty of words; and  sometimes, as I thought, bore me down more by his fluency than by the strength of his reasons. As we parted without settling the point, and were not to see one another for some time, I sat down to put my arguments in writing. . . . [He] answered, and I replied. Three or four letters of a side had passed when my father happened to find my papers and read them. Without entering into the discussion, he took occasion to talk to me about the manner of my writing; observed that though I had the advantages of my antagonist in correct spelling and pointing (which I ow’d to the printing-house), I fell far short in elegance of expression, in method and in perspicuity, of which he convinced me by several instances. I saw the justice of his remark, and thence grew more attentive to the manner in writing and determined to endeavor at improvement.7






Through intense study, Franklin learned how to better communicate with others. He became adept at Socratic argument, using casually posed questions to undermine his opponent’s position. He also came across a volume of back issues of The Spectator, a highly literate collection of essays and satire founded by Joseph Addison and Richard Steele in London in 1711. Benjamin outlined the main points of each article, then tried to recreate the article using only the outlines. Sometimes he took some of the stories and turned them into verse and then tried to transpose the poems back into the same narrative style as the magazine’s authors. He worked late into the night in his boardinghouse room or came to the printing house early to study; he even took to skipping church. To his delight, his new store of words and the more direct prose styles he studied began to improve his own creations. Over time he learned a personal style that he carried with him all his life—one that son William could have benefited from—whenever he had to argue or convince another. He adopted, he said, 
a modest diffidence; never using, when I advanced anything that may possibly be disputed, the words certainly, undoubtedly, or any others that give the air of positiveness to an opinion; but rather say, I conceive or apprehend a thing to be so and so; it appears to me, or I should think it so or so, for such and such reasons; or I imagine it to be so; or it is so, if I am not mistaken. This habit, I believe, has been of great advantage to me when I have had occasion to inculcate my opinions and persuade men into measures that I have been from time to time engag’d in promoting.8






Or as he later instructed a young Thomas Jefferson, “Never contradict anybody.”

In the meantime, his struggle with his half brother continued. One of the books he picked up was an early treatise on the benefits of a vegetarian diet. Since James was a bachelor, he and his apprentices took their meals at a boardinghouse, so Ben’s ostentatious spurning of meat was a new cause of friction. Yet when the boy proposed to provide his own meals for half the money James was paying for his board, the printer accepted quickly. Benjamin learned to cook rice and other staples and saved fully half of the money he was given, which he promptly converted into even more books. By avoiding the boardinghouse meals, moreover, he could spend more time alone in the print shop, reading and perfecting the writing skills that would stand him apart from others in that most literate of ages.9


James Franklin had ambitions of his own, however. In August 1721, having lost the contract to print the Boston Gazette, he launched a competing weekly, the New England Courant, which featured essays and poems from his friends, as well as articles attacking the local government for its conflicts of interest. With the first issue, James hit upon a hot controversy that made his newspaper required reading from the start. Earlier that summer a British  man-of-war had arrived in Boston Harbor from the West Indies, bringing with it a smallpox epidemic. The Courant bitterly fought the radical new preventative of inoculation even after more than 6,000 Bostonians, more than half the town, had been stricken and 844 had died. Most of those inoculated survived.

James wisely pulled back from that topic. But he continued to goad the government and the church powers. In June 1722 he referred sarcastically to the authorities’ weak efforts to quell piracy in local waters, and this time he was jailed for a month. In January 1723 he attacked “hypocritical pretenders to religion,” and the colony’s governing council struck back by forbidding him to publish the Courant. He also was threatened with more serious charges to be brought before a grand jury.c


Thus, by a subterfuge, sixteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin became the publisher of his first newspaper. Perhaps he took some secret joy in his master’s vexations. He surely must have been pleased when his indenture as an apprentice was publicly canceled and his name put above the masthead, where it would stay until 1726, three years after he had moved on. James remained the master, however; Ben entered into a secret indenture with his brother. The boy grew increasingly restive, and he would later recall that he had been perhaps “too saucy and provoking.”

As nominal publisher of the Courant, Benjamin felt secure enough to try the literary skills he had been honing in secret. Knowing that any essays he submitted would be turned down automatically, in April he slid his first anonymous offering under the door of the print shop and gloated with “exquisite pleasure” at the effusive praise the satire earned when it was published. James even put a notice in the next issue asking the unknown author to contribute more articles.

Benjamin had created the first truly American literary character in Silence Dogood, his essayist. 10 The very name was a clever double pun, first on two of the better known essays by Cotton Matherd on the virtues of silence and on doing good, and also on the custom of fastening virtuous names on women. “Silence” was deliberately American. She had been born on an immigrant ship coming from England, so she was free from any connection to the motherland. Her father had died on the journey and her destitute mother had been forced to put her into the service of a rural clergyman. The cleric had been an unusually kind master and had given Silence free rein through his large library while he patiently educated her in virtue. Then, after marrying her, the minister did her another favor by dying and leaving her a comfortable, secure widow.

Silence made fourteen appearances in the Courant between April and October 1723 and was an instant hit. She commented on the pretension to virtue of fictitious neighbors, criticized the clergy and the law, sharply attacked the scholars at Harvard, and bitterly satirized Bostonian poets’ embarrassing attempts at colonial verse. Benjamin also printed satirical essays he wrote using comic noms de plume such as Timothy Wagstaff and Abigail Twitterfield in order to poke fun at well-known and ostentatiously pious citizens.

The secret could not last, however, and the prank predictably displeased James. He was being harassed by the Boston authorities, and jailing again could mean the confiscation of his press and banishment. He began to make plans to move to Rhode Island,   where his brother John was prospering and where the climate of tolerance was stronger. Benjamin, of course, would have to accompany him—except that Ben had no intention of staying on with James and had no compunction against trying to blackmail his half brother into setting him free.e


In what he called one of the “first errata” of his life, Ben threatened to expose the secret apprentice bond he had signed and accuse James of committing a fraud over who really was the publisher of the newspaper. Stung, James retaliated the only way he knew how: by telling every other printer in Boston that Benjamin was of bad character, so that the young man could not find a new job anywhere in town.

Even though Boston was by far the largest town in the colonies, it was becoming uncomfortably close for Benjamin as well as James. He was too old to start an apprenticeship in another trade and was stalled in the one he practiced. He had only one choice.

In mid-September, Benjamin ran away to New York. His friend John Collins had convinced a ship captain to smuggle Ben aboard by claiming that the young man was trying to escape a forced marriage to a pregnant girl. When Benjamin arrived in New York, he made his first call on William Bradford, who had the distinction of opening the first printing works in both Philadelphia and New York. As usual, Ben’s lively personality made a good first impression (something he benefited from all his life). Bradford told him that he had a full complement of workers but that his son Andrew, at the Philadelphia press, had had a compositor die recently. If he would go there, the prospects of a job were good, this time as a highly paid journeyman.

 



AFTER AN ARDUOUS TREK BY FOOT AND SLOW BOAT, Benjamin arrived in Philadelphia, exhausted and with only a Dutch dollar and about twenty pence in his pocket. Even at the distance of nearly fifty years’ recollection, Franklin would relish the sight he must have made on that chilly Sunday morning in October. He made his way up from the Walnut Street dock to the center market, where the Quaker meetinghouse was drawing its usual large crowd of worshippers. Soiled and scruffy from travel, he wore his rough work clothes because his trunk was still on its way by ship from New York. His pockets bulged with the spare stockings and shirts he carried, and as he sauntered along, he carried three large rolls of freshly baked bread that he had just bought for three of his scarce pennies.

As he chewed on one of the rolls, he saw a girl standing in the doorway of her home laughing at his “most awkward, ridiculous appearance.” It was Deborah Read, later his wife. He would further embarrass himself by going into the Quaker meetinghouse and falling asleep during the silent worship. Finally, he found an affordable inn and slept both the afternoon and the night away.

The next morning, he presented himself at Andrew Bradford’s print works, and to his surprise he found William Bradford there; the older man had made the journey ahead of him on horseback. There was no steady job, the younger printer said, but he pointed Franklin to a competitor, Samuel Keimer, who eventually took Benjamin on and found lodgings for him—as luck would have it, with the Read family. John Read, Deborah’s father, was a carpenter who would soon leave his family in some distress when he died and his land ventures failed.

As those autumn weeks passed, Benjamin’s luck held. A relative of his had recommended the young printer’s talents to Pennsylvania’s royal governor, Sir William Keith. To Keimer’s astonishment, the governor arrived at the shop and asked for Benjamin by name.  He invited Ben, but not his employer, to join him for a drink of Madeira at a nearby tavern, and he proposed sponsoring the young journeyman in a venture that would serve both their interests. The two printers in Philadelphia were not very good, he said, and Ben concurred. Andrew Bradford, Franklin judged, “was very illiterate”; Keimer was a “mere compositor” who had nearly wrecked his press with misuse. The governor offered to give Franklin all the considerable official printing work of the provinces of Pennsylvania and Delaware, journals of the assemblies, official documents, stamps, and currencies. Would Ben’s father underwrite such a scheme?

 



SO IT WAS THAT IN APRIL 1724 Benjamin swaggered back to Boston, in a fine new suit and with his pockets jingling with coins, as befitting a prospering journeyman. His old workmates at James’s print shop were agog; James himself was surly and barely civil. Josiah, despite his pride in his son’s rapid rise and the prestige of a governor’s patronage, demurred at backing the venture. His son should work a little longer and build up his own store of capital before going out on his own, he thought. Josiah knew that such ventures often failed. Yet he readily consented to Benjamin’s return to Philadelphia. His son still had much to learn, and some distance from home might help.

Benjamin certainly did have much to learn, especially about choosing friends. John Collins, his old debating chum, decided to seek his fortune in Philadelphia, so he went on ahead to New York to wait while Benjamin went to Newport to visit his brother John. John Franklin deputized his younger brother to collect some money owed him in Philadelphia. On Ben’s sail to New York to meet Collins, only quick action by a kindly Quaker lady kept the eighteen-year-old from falling in with two thieving prostitutes. And when he got to New York he found his old friend had become a drunkard and was running up considerable debts. Things only got worse when  they reached Philadelphia. No one would hire Collins, and he sponged off Benjamin’s dwindling store of money held in trust for his brother. Finally their quarreling led to a fight in a boat where Benjamin picked Collins up bodily and threw him into the river. Shortly afterward, Collins left for the West Indies and never repaid his debt. In his Autobiography, Franklin pointed out to his son, William, that this misjudgment of a friend and the breaking of a financial trust was another of the “great errata” of his youth.11


However disappointed he may have been, Benjamin was comforted by Governor Keith’s enthusiasm for his printing project. Keith was ever the cheerful optimist. He urged Benjamin to draw up a list of equipment and supplies to be purchased for the new printing works and then to go to London to oversee the purchases himself. Ben would sail on the annual official mail ship from Philadelphia that carried Keith’s documents and reports to the authorities.f The governor promised his protégé he would include letters of introduction to well-placed persons who would help him, as well as letters of credit to finance the trip and purchases.

Since the sailing was still some months away, Benjamin occupied himself as any young bachelor tradesman might. His first attributable job for his new employer was to set the type for a reprint of an essay by William Wollaston, a famous English scientist and moral philosopher.12 We will hear of him later. In the meantime, Benjamin got along well with Keimer, whom he kept in the dark about the Keith project. The two printers frequented women of the town and spent many nights in taverns, where the younger man baffled his employer with his skillful arguing. In this more congenial climate there were plenty of new friends for debate and for contests over poetry.

Benjamin also found time to pay court to Deborah Read, and a romance bloomed. But Sarah Read, Deborah’s mother, put the match on indefinite hold, the more so once Benjamin’s trip to London became firm. Deborah was just eighteen herself, and there would be time enough to consider marriage when Benjamin returned from his journey.

With a kiss and “an understanding,” Benjamin sailed in November 1724 aboard the London Hope for the adventure that would ensure his fortune. At the last minute, James Ralph, one of his poet friends, decided he could perfect his art by coming along. The young printer made sure the bags with Governor Keith’s letters were aboard and settled in to enjoy the voyage. Among the important passengers on the trip was a Quaker merchant, Thomas Denham, who took an immediate liking to the young man.

“The voyage,” Franklin recorded, “was otherwise not a pleasant one, as we had a great deal of bad weather.”13






Chapter 2

Hope and Glory

[image: 005]


When young Benjamin Franklin first saw London on Christmas Eve 1724, both he and the city were works very much in progress. Neither would be the same when he returned a second time in 1757. All his life, London would be the city that quickened his pulse. Boston might be his “home country” and Philadelphia might offer great prospects, but London was a Golconda, a diamond city to which all travelers journeyed with rising hopes. His time there shaped the Franklin he would become.

By any measure, London already was a stupendous place, drawing together a population rapidly growing to 600,000 souls—more than 10 percent of the national population. It was a capital greater than Paris and Naples, rivaled for the time being only by Constantinople. The city was in the midst of evolving from the  medieval hodgepodge it had been to the modern metropolis it soon would be. Benjamin must have been slack jawed with wonder: the city was fifty times larger than Boston.

There was newness to London in those days. The Great Fire of 1666 had leveled nearly all the buildings within the square mile of walls that marked the official City of London, and had inflicted substantial damage elsewhere. With architect Christopher Wren supervising, streets had been widened and straightened, and new, more substantial buildings constructed. London was spreading out into what had once been open country. Noblemen sought royal permission to construct spectacular squares close to the government complex at Whitehall Palace and the houses of Parliament. There they sited their mansions and sold the land around the squares to others of fashion. Elm-shaded parks were springing up, and at night pleasure seekers of all stations in life thronged the public amusement gardens along the river.

England had officially become Great Britain in 1707, but it was far from a united country, though its dominions stretched around the world. Queen Anne, the last Stuart monarch, had presided over the uniting of Scotland with England, but it took a long time before Scots were treated as equals, much less gentlemen. Those Scots who were not suspected of being Jacobite supporters of a Stuart restoration were believed to harbor heretical religious beliefs, such as Presbyterianism and Unitarianism. These threats seemed real enough. In 1715 there had been a bloody rising to put the son of James II on the throne, and many of the city’s leading radicals had, in fact, been trained in Edinburgh. The Scots were disturbers of the English way.

The accession of George Louis, the Elector of Hanover, to Great Britain’s throne as George I in 1714 had done little to unite the country. The king spoke no English (German was his native tongue) and put the affairs of government into the hands of his prime ministers. The most notable was the extraordinary Robert Walpole, who devised a system of corruption and power gathering that kept him and the two kings he served safely in power for twenty years.g


It was hard to say whether the king’s ministers or the king’s court was the more corrupt. George’s two mistresses did a lively trade in titles of nobility and land grants, while his two Turkish valets dispensed smaller offices below stairs. Walpole stood out, however, because of the sheer mechanical genius of the political machine he constructed. Since most of the high offices (the more remunerative provided kickbacks of 1 to 10 percent on government contracts) went to members of Parliament, Walpole kept the ministries and his majority in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords firmly in his grip. King George did not interfere.

If British politics was an incendiary mix, the economy had already had one explosion. The city Benjamin entered was still shaking from the collapse in 1720 of the fabled South Sea Bubble. In 1713, one of the terms of settlement of the latest war with France and Spainh gave the British an asiento, or permit, to export African slaves into Spain’s colonies in the Western Hemisphere for the next thirty years.‡ Breaking into the ravenous market for slaves in Spain’s colonies looked like a gold mine, and shares in the South Sea Company, which held the monopoly, began to boom. Merchants and noblemen (and even the king) rushed to invest, and South Sea shares spiked from a price of £100 in April 1720 to an unsustainable £1,000 just before the September crash. The crash caused capital to   vanish and trade goods to molder in warehouses. The collapse destroyed nearly two hundred other joint stock companies, and the spreading panic nearly brought the Bank of England to bankruptcy and cost George his throne. Only Walpole’s canny maneuvering prevented the catastrophe from spreading, but when Benjamin Franklin arrived in the city three years later, bankruptcy sales of foreclosed estates still dominated the newspaper columns.1


So London was a dangerous place. The king had escaped one assassination attempt in 1717. The royal coach and those of the nobility were routinely stoned in the streets during the city’s episodes of mob rioting. Just living in London could be fatal. It had such a frightening death toll from disease that it offset much of England’s general population gains well into the 1800s.

Yet all of England seemed to flow toward London. Thames barges loaded with ship timbers came upriver to the yards, and coal came downriver to fuel the city’s factories. Grain arrived to feed its people and be malted into its beer. Beef and mutton arrived on the hoof in herds that churned the muddy streets into a slurry. Also arriving in droves were farm laborers seeking better paying jobs, debtors fleeing from provincial towns, and those of easy virtue of both sexes. Huge merchant ships docked from all over the burgeoning empire, laden with fabrics, spices, and a thousand other valuable cargoes.i The stately river dominated London life. It was a prime source of water, of transport and communications. When London was done with anything material, the waste (including human bodies) found its way downstream. Yet just as the prettiest flowers often grow closest to the dunghill, the city was fast becoming the cultural center of the world.

To the young Franklin’s delight, London was home to nearly two hundred bookshops, most owned by a “conger” of publishers who held a tight grip on their authors’ copyrights. There was profit in writing for a general public whose appetite for information and amusement had been set loose from the restraints of the past. Daniel Defoe was proving it was possible to support oneself solely by the pen with such international best-sellers as Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders. The uncertain patronage of the nobility no longer constricted art. These were the early days of a true golden age. Samuel Johnson, who would dominate that age, was just fifteen, three years younger than Benjamin. Alexander Pope had recently made the unheard-of sum of £9,000 for translating The Iliad and The Odyssey. In the world of London theater, the light Restoration comedies of William Congreve were giving way to the raw scandal of John Gay’s A Beggar’s Opera. This new generation of dramatists did not think much of a play that did not cause a riot on opening night. Discussion, debate, and controversy were the order of the day, and one could find a newspaper for every cause or faction, or start one. Joseph Addison and Richard Steele were producing a profusion of witty magazines such as The Tatler, The Spectator, and The Guardian. Their stated aim was to bring “philosophy out of closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea-tables and in coffee-houses.”2


 



WHILE A GOLDEN AGE INDEED WAS DAWNING, things at the moment looked pretty black for Benjamin Franklin, only days away from his nineteenth birthday. He had just discovered that his supposed patron, Governor Keith, had betrayed him.

The disillusion began when the ship’s captain allowed Benjamin to search the mailbags for the letters of introduction and credit the governor had promised him. There were none addressed to the friends Keith had promised would help Ben, but there were  several to prominent London printers. Straightaway, he took one to a maker of stationery, who saw it was from an attorney who was a crony of Keith’s. The stationer denounced the writer as “a compleat Rascal” and tossed the letter back at Benjamin. The boy was stunned—even more so when he discovered that Keith was operating a scheme. The governor was planning to use the young printer to defraud Andrew Hamilton, a powerful Philadelphia lawyer, who was due to arrive soon in London.

Benjamin sought out Thomas Denham and told him everything. As Franklin reported in the Autobiography, the kindly Quaker could not help but laugh “at the Notion of the Governor’s giving me a Letter of Credit, having, as he said, no Credit to give.” No one, Denham remarked, believed anything Keith said, and the author of the letter was indeed a rogue. Moreover, Hamilton was a friend of Denham’s and should be informed of the plot as soon as he arrived in London; he would be grateful and Benjamin at least would have two well-placed friends in this strange metropolis. In the meantime, the pragmatic businessman urged the boy to get a job in a print shop quickly and perfect his craft. “And when you return to America, you will set up to greater Advantage,” he said.3


In his memoirs, Franklin raged at Keith’s trick:
But what shall we think of a Governor’s playing such pitiful Tricks, and imposing so grossly on a poor ignorant Boy! It was a Habit he had acquired. He wish’d to please everybody, and having little to give, he gave Expectations.4






A “poor ignorant Boy”? Poor, yes, but Benjamin hardly was without resources or prospects. Largely through his own efforts he had acquired a pretty solid education for the day, and he was skilled at one of the most important crafts of modern times. True, he was immature, boastful, and sometimes violent. He was also  gullible, but that was due partly to the enormous engine of ambition that churned inside him. He wanted things so badly—advancement, knowledge, approval, wealth—and he wanted them all at once. As with most self-taught people, it was what he did not know that often caught him by the heels, but that just spurred him on to learn even more. So if he overreached and stumbled, as he just had, it would not be fatal. He might be a provincial bumpkin, brash and foolish, but he had youth, strength, and a quick mind, and he was on his way in earnest. And one must not forget his prodigious luck.

Fortune continued to smile. The printers in each printing house of that day were a tight-knit group organized in what they called chapels. Yet the custom was (as it was well into the twentieth century) that a visiting journeyman could claim at least a day’s work from a chapel on demand. Benjamin immediately landed a full-time job at Samuel Palmer’s works in Bartholomew Close. Because he was quick with the composing stick, he began to earn a decent living.

But his traveling companion from the little Philadelphia poetry club, James Ralph, was a constant drain on his earnings. Ralph was charming enough and ten years older, but his influence on Benjamin was not at all good. He encouraged young Ben to spend his earnings on theater outings and late suppers with women whose virtue was negotiable. Ralph pretended to look for work but was stubbornly determined to become a great poet, even though it was clear to others that he lacked the talent. He finally admitted to Benjamin that he had no intention of returning to America and his family. Instead he moved in with his mistress, a hatmaker. Then he abandoned her when circumstances forced him to accept a lowly schoolmaster’s job in the provinces; to lessen the disgrace he adopted the name of Franklin and left his mistress in his friend’s care. At this, Benjamin made another of his moral “errata.” The lady in question was referred to as “Mrs. T.” She, he recalled, 
having lost her Friends and Business, was often in Distresses, and us’d to send for me, and borrow what I could spare to help her out of them. I grew fond of her Company, and being at this time under no Religious Restraints, and presuming on my Importance to her, I attempted Familiarities ... which she repuls’d with a proper Resentment, and acquainted [Ralph] with my Behaviour. This made a Breach between us and when he return’d again to London, he let me know he thought I had cancel’d all the Obligations he had been under to me. So I found I was never to expect his Repaying me what I lent to him or advanc’d for him. This was however not then of much Consequence, as he was totally unable. And in the Loss of his Friendship I found myself reliev’d from a Burden.5






THE AFFAIR INVOLVING MRS. T. SHOWS BENJAMIN morally very much adrift. Like many a youth of other times, he had cut himself loose from the “restraints” of his upbringing but had not quite settled on what moral compass heading he would follow. As a young teenager he had been talked into a kind of deism largely because he had been talked out of the orthodoxy that his father clung to so tightly. He tried on notions with enthusiasm and discarded them as easily as he had abandoned his vegetarianism when he left Boston. In early 1725, Palmer, his employer, selected him to set the type for the third printing of a popular treatise by William Wollaston, whose earlier essay Benjamin had helped publish in Philadelphia. This time the scientist-philosopher attacked the deists with geometrical proofs that all the tenets of orthodox religion could be scientifically confirmed. On his own, Benjamin composed and printed his own pamphlet challenging Wollaston. The youth argued that since God was Almighty, everything that happened in the world was by divine intention and, therefore, concepts such as  good and evil were irrelevant. Man was free to do what he wanted since God clearly intended it so.6


The pamphlet, A Dissertation on Liberty and Necessity, Pleasure and Pain, was a puerile effort, and Benjamin was soon talked out of his opinions; he lists it in the Autobiography as among his errata. Later he tried to round up many of the one hundred copies he had printed at his own expense.j Yet it was not a fatal error. The essay brought Franklin to the attention of several of the more radical celebrity writers of the day, who questioned him closely at their coffeehouse and generally flattered him beyond measure.k One gentleman even promised him the opportunity to meet Sir Isaac Newton, but that never came to pass. Benjamin did, however, secure a meeting with Sir Hans Sloane, who had succeeded Newton as president of the august Royal Society of scientific leaders. In June 1725, Sloane, who served both Queen Anne and King George I as court physician, invited Benjamin to his home in Bloomsbury to view his extensive collection of natural history specimens and manuscripts. (The artifacts later became the original collection of the British Museum.)7


Although Samuel Palmer held no ill feelings toward Benjamin for the pamphlet, Franklin felt the need to move on. He sought a job as a pressman at a far larger house, that of James Watts, near Lincoln’s Inn Fields; he was feeling stale, he said, and wanted the more vigorous exercise that pulling on the press bar brought.

Franklin must have been quite a figure now. He was barrel-chested and thick of leg and arm. He had by now reached his full height of five feet, ten inches. He had a large forehead and his long,   light brown hair would have been tied in a knot at the back, as was the fashion. Thin-lipped and grey-eyed, he must have been an arresting youth, and one that no other printer dared challenge directly.8 If Benjamin could toss his friend Collins overboard from the uncertain footing of a small boat, one can imagine what he could do in the fistfights that periodically erupted among the printers in the suffocating shops.

They were a tough bunch, these printers, and rowdy at least in part because they drank so much on the job. Benjamin recalled in his memoirs that one of the dues one paid when joining a chapel was to buy the other fellows roughly one hundred pennies’ worth of beer. On becoming a pressman, he promptly did so, although he was not much of a beer drinker himself and instead drank mainly water. Indeed, the printers marveled at the strength of the “Water American,” as they called him. Later that summer, Watts decided he needed Benjamin’s considerable skills as a compositor and moved him to another floor, whose chapel insisted on its beer money. When he refused, he was treated “as an Excommunicate, and had so many little Pieces of private Mischief done me, . . . all ascrib’d to the Chapel Ghost, which they said ever haunted those not regularly admitted.”l After two weeks, the youth gave in and bought his round. Again, however, his abstemious habits impressed his workmates, who consumed close to a gallon of beer during the workday and who often got so drunk on Sunday that they took Monday off to recover.

He was strong, no doubt of it. He could carry two of the extremely heavy trays of set type up and down the stairs to the printing room floor, whereas the others carried only one with difficulty. Some began to follow his strict regimen of subsisting on bread, cheese, and   water during the day; for the others, he loaned—at high interest—the money he earned so they could continue drinking. Still, it was hard to save the roughly ten pounds needed for a return to Philadelphia, much less to build a stake to set himself up when, and if, he went back. There was just too much to see and do in London. And books to read, scores and scores of books, borrowed from the shop adjoining his cheap lodgings.

And there was celebrity of a kind. Swimming was a skill virtually unknown in the world of the seventeenth century. Most Royal Navy sailors never learned, but the gentry were just beginning to enjoy the sport. Benjamin gave a fellow printer and another friend swimming lessons in the Thames, and they in turn introduced him to some gentlemen who took them all on an outing upriver to Chelsea. When they started back, Benjamin on a dare stripped, plunged into the river, and swam back to Blackfriars Bridge, a distance of three and a half miles. He amazed his cohorts by cavorting and diving under the water for long periods of time, only to surface far downstream. His printer friend even suggested that the two of them tour Europe as swimming instructors, but it was not to be.

It was, instead, time to go back to Philadelphia. And once more, the kindly Quaker merchant Thomas Denham stepped in. Denham had returned in some style to England to pay off debts left from an early bankruptcy. He then began gathering goods for a store he planned to open in Philadelphia. He offered to pay Benjamin’s passage back plus £50 a year in Pennsylvania money. This was less than his printer’s income, but Denham would teach him how to be the store’s clerk and ultimately to run the store. If Benjamin took to storekeeping, Denham would finance a venture for the young man to sell flour in the West Indies and make his own fortune. It was too good an offer to turn down, even though Benjamin was rightly proud of his printing skills. A dependable offer of advancement from craftsman to merchant was not to be refused.

FRANKLIN DID NOT KNOW WHAT HE WOULD FIND when he returned. He had written one terse letter to Deborah Read, telling her only that he would not be returning home soon. She read between the lines and married someone else.m On July 21, 1726, when he and Denham sailed away on the Berkshire, Benjamin could not be sure of who he was or what he would become. Ever the orderly Franklin, he systematically set down those virtues he wanted to acquire and perfect upon his return to what he assumed would be his life as a merchant. He soon would be twenty-one, after all. Although he kept a journal of the extremely long voyage home,9 the exact wording of Benjamin’s new rules has been lost, but in a later essay he summarized his thinking at the time. Franklin observed:I have never fixed a regular design as to life, by which means it has been a confused variety of different scenes. I am now entering upon a new one; let me therefore make some resolutions, and form some scheme of action, that henceforth I may live in all respects like a rational creature. 1. It is necessary for me to be extremely frugal for some time, till I have paid what I owe. 2. To endeavour to speak truth in every instance, to give nobody expectations that are not likely to be answered, but aim at sincerity in every word and action: the most amiable excellence in a rational being. 3. To apply myself industriously to whatever business I take in hand, and not divert my mind from my business by any foolish project of growing suddenly rich; for industry and patience are the surest means of plenty. 4. I resolve to speak ill of no man whatever, not even in a matter of truth; but rather by some means excuse the   faults I hear charged upon others, and upon proper occasions speak all the good I know of everybody.10
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