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Benjamin Franklin once observed some flies that had apparently drowned in Madeira but began moving again after some time in the sun. It started him thinking, as such things often did. “Having a very ardent desire to see and observe the state of America a hundred years hence, I should prefer to any ordinary death the being immersed in a cask of Madeira wine, with a few friends, till that time, to be then recalled to life by the solar warmth of my dear country,” he wrote.

If such things were possible, who would derive the greater pleasure—Franklin or us? I have no doubt Franklin would be delighted by wonders of electricity, the progress of science, and the fabulous growth of the nation he helped create. No doubt he would initially be taken aback by the sights of modern Philadelphia—the skyscrapers in Central City, the roaring buses, the huge jets flying overhead to and from the airport. But I think that after his initial shock and disbelief, Franklin would take it all in stride, even at the ripe old age of three hundred.

For our part, we could enjoy Franklin's company. Of all the founding fathers, Franklin seems to have been the most approachable. He was noted for his wit and warmth, whereas George Washington was aloof and untouchable, Jefferson somewhat shy and slippery, John Adams paranoid and cranky. Franklin, on the other hand, was someone who could make people laugh, tell them something interesting, and help them look at things in new ways. Although he was born three centuries ago, Franklin still seems like a contemporary, someone it would be fun to spend time with.

Franklin isn't likely to be emerging from a cask of Madeira anytime soon, so we'll have to make do with what we have. Philadelphia, the city that Franklin made his home, will be celebrating his tercentenary throughout 2006. It's the perfect time to visit the city and find traces of its most famous citizen. This guide is an attempt to help you in your search. It's not meant to be a biography; you can find plenty of those at the library or bookstore. Instead, it seeks out the things Franklin left behind in his adopted home—even though he spent so much of his life away from it. Consider it a literary version of one of Franklin's innovations, the bifocals, something to help you shift your focus between past and present.

Born in Boston in 1706, Franklin reached Philadelphia at the age of seventeen, when both he and the city were young but filled with promise. Much has changed over the centuries, and much has been lost forever. Busy, growing cities like Philadelphia don't always take time to look back. In 1812, Franklin's relatives tore down his house and the valuable land was subdivided. In 1816, the state legislature even proposed razing the old State House, the very building that had seen the birth of the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution, but fortunately that didn't happen.

Yes, much has changed in Philadelphia since Franklin's day, but enough remains to stir the imagination. People at the various sites, such as Franklin interpreters Dean Bennett and Ralph Archbold, National Park Service rangers, and curators and historians, can help you use what's left to turn on the time machine inside your head and return to the era when Benjamin Franklin walked the streets of Philadelphia.

Many people were generous with their time and knowledge to help me with this guide. Those who shared their enthusiasm about Franklin and Philadelphia included Roy E. Goodman of the American Philosophical Society; James Green of the Library Company of Philadelphia; Anna Coxe Toogood, historian at Independence National Historical Park; John Alviti and Stacey Persichetti at the Franklin Institute; Del Conner at the Philadelphia Society for the Preservation of Landmarks; Robert Vosburgh at Elfreth's Alley; and Neil Ronk at Christ Church. Dean Bennett and Ralph Archbold made me feel as though I had actually met Franklin—twice! In addition, I offer a heartfelt thank-you to all the guides and park rangers who provided answers to my questions at the various sites.

Thanks to Dr. George Boudreau, Assistant Professor of American Studies and History at Penn State Harrisburg, for reading the manuscript and pointing out where I wandered off the path of historical accuracy. Any errors that remain, of course, are mine and mine alone.

Donna Schorr of the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation was kind enough to arrange accommodations for me in Philadelphia, and I'd like to thank the staffs at the Penn's View and Radisson Plaza–Warwick Hotels for making my stays there so enjoyable. GPTMC's Cara Schneider provided valuable advice and support.

Thanks also to Kyle Weaver, my editor at Stackpole Books, who came up with the idea for this book and asked me to write it. I appreciate your confidence in me.

This guidebook could not have happened without the love and support of my wife, Beth Ann, who has faith in me even when I don't. Baby, you're the best. And my children, Katie and Sam, made exploring Franklin's Philadelphia even more fun than it would have been otherwise.
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Dean Bennett as Franklin






Beginnings
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“Enjoy a taste of history!” reads the chalkboard on the sidewalk outside Philadelphia's City Tavern, a reconstruction of the inn John Adams called “the most genteel in America.” My waiter refers to it as a “culinary museum.” Chef Walter Staib uses period recipes and ingredients; the goblets, plates, and cutlery are pewter; and the servers wear eighteenth-century costumes. I even spot a harpsichord in the front room.

The original City Tavern opened in 1773 and was demolished following a fire in 1854. The National Park Service built this one in 1975, just in time for the nation's bicentennial. It's perfectly appropriate, then, to dine in this re-created inn with a re-created Benjamin Franklin.

Dean Bennett has been performing as Franklin since 1981, taking the role for the first time right here in the courtyard behind City Tavern. He has appeared at the White House and the National Archives in Washington, D.C., in Las Vegas, and even in France, when an airline flew him and a Thomas Jefferson impersonator to Paris for inauguration of service there. With his wig, glasses, gold-topped cane, frock coat, and vest, he bears a striking resemblance to our most lovable founding father. “He's like everybody's favorite uncle,” says Bennett, who tells me the role has been an educational experience. “Here in Philadelphia, everyone knows something about Ben Franklin, so they'd come up and check to see if you knew what you were supposed to know. I found that I couldn't bluff it—I didn't want to bluff it—so ultimately I went ahead and got some books, and now I can talk for quite a length about Franklin.”

One topic people often raise is Franklin's reputation with women, especially his relationships while serving as American commissioner to France from 1776 to 1785. “That is a very hot topic, the ladies of France,” Bennett says, though he thinks it's a shame that Franklin has earned a reputation as America's founding rake. “Actually, when he went over there, he was seventy years old, he had gout, he had stones of the bladder, and he had shingles. So he was not in the very best of health.” Furthermore, Bennett adds, Franklin's wife had died in 1774. “It wasn't like he was sneaking off trying to have a fling with some young chick. I always explain that they should keep in mind that he was sent there by Congress, so anything he did with those ladies he did as a patriot.”



City Tavern

138 S. Second St. [image: images] (215) 413-1443

www.citytavern.com

It may not be the original, but this reproduction City Tavern will give you a good taste of eighteenth-century dining. In its day, City Tavern was “in the latest London mode”; the appeal of the current version is that there's nothing of the latest mode about it at all. Some of its specialties include West Indies pepperpot soup and a chocolate mousse made from Martha Washington's recipe. It also serves beer made from recipes handed down from George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. City Tavern is open for lunch and dinner daily. Reservations are recommended.
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City Tavern

Yet Franklin was a man who savored what life offered him. It would not have been unusual to find him at an inn like the City Tavern, for he enjoyed eating and drinking. His claim to have been “bro't up in such a perfect Inattention to these matters as to be quite Indifferent what kind of Food was set before me” wasn't necessarily true. In France, he left behind a wine cellar with twelve hundred bottles. He composed drinking songs. While in England, Franklin wrote to a friend, the botanist John Bartram, that he would prefer a traveler to Italy send him a recipe for Parmesan cheese rather than translations of ancient inscriptions.

For a man who enjoyed wine and song (and, yes, women), Phila­delphia was a good place to live. Its Quaker founders disapproved of taverns, but they couldn't prevent them. By 1750, Philadelphia had 120 drinking establishments. “There was a public house to suit every purse and every taste, from innumerable sailors’ groggeries down by the wharves to Daniel Smith's famous City Tavern,” note Carl and Jessica Bridenbaugh in Rebels and Gentlemen: Philadelphia in the Age of Franklin.

Bennett has arrived at City Tavern on this day dressed as Franklin, and visitors do double takes as they enter the dining room and see that the lunch specials include a Founding Father. They shouldn't be too surprised, though, because Franklin is a familiar sight in today's Philadelphia. Founder William Penn has a higher perch atop City Hall, but Franklin has superiority in numbers. Far below Penn's gaze at Broad Street and John F. Kennedy Boulevard, Franklin the printer works his press in a statue by Joseph Brown. Another sculpted Franklin lounges on a park bench reading a newspaper at the University of Pennsylvania, an institution he helped found. A thirty-ton, twenty-foot-tall Franklin dominates the rotunda at the Franklin Institute.

Franklin is a staple in the local gift shops. At the Franklin Institute, you can buy a Ben Franklin action figure, complete with tiny kite. The National Constitution Center offers a Franklin bobblehead. The store at the Lights of Liberty sound-and-vision show sells all kinds of Ben Franklin ware, from cookie jars to shot glasses.

Elsewhere in the old city, you can shop at Ben's Shoes or buy an ice cream at Franklin's Fountain. Near Independence Hall on Chestnut Street, a cartoon Frank­lin scampers across the sign for Benny's Place. Franklin peers from the logo for a concert venue called the Electric Factory, and he wears leiderhosen and brandishes a beer stein in ads for the Independence Brew House. You can visit Franklin Square, cross the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, or drive down the Benjamin Franklin Parkway.
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Benny's Place and Ben's Shoes
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The funny thing is, Franklin wasn't even from here. He was born in humble surroundings in Boston on January 6, 1706. (The date was changed to January 17 when the calendar was adjusted in 1752.) His father, Josiah, had arrived in Massachusetts from England in 1683, shortly after William Penn received a royal charter for an American colony called Pennsylvania. Josiah had seventeen children by his two wives. Benjamin's mother, Abiah, was Josiah's second wife, and Franklin was his fifteenth child and youngest son. As Franklin learned when he visited England, he was “the youngest Son of the youngest Son for 5 Generations back.”

In Boston, Josiah began making candles and soap for a living. He took Ben out of school at age ten to help him make candles, an occupation the boy disliked. Worried that his headstrong youngest son might run away to sea, Josiah decided to apprentice him to his son James, a printer.

Ben was already demonstrating the active, questing intelligence that would characterize him throughout his life. When he found bound copies of the English literary magazine the Spectator in his brother's shop, he used them to polish his own writing. He rewrote the essays, cutting them apart and putting them back together again. He practiced turning prose into verse, and then back into prose. “Then I compar'd my Spectator with the Original,” he wrote years later. “I discover'd many faults and amended them; but I sometimes had the Pleasure of Fancying that in certain Particulars of small Import, I had been lucky enough to improve the Method or the Language and this encourag'd me to think I might possibly in time come to be a tolerable English Writer, of which I was extreamely ambitious.”

Working for his brother gave Ben an opportunity for literary fame, albeit under another name. At the time, James printed the New England Courant, one of the colonies’ first papers. Ben doubted his older brother would let him write for the paper, so he signed his writings “Silence Dogood” and slipped them under James's door. He wrote the pieces in the voice of a tart-tongued New England woman and was delighted to listen as James and his friends speculated about the author's true identity.

Ben enjoyed the work of printing but chafed under his older brother's tutelage. “I fancy his harsh and tyrannical Treatment of me, might be a means of impressing me with that Aversion to arbitrary Power that has stuck to me thro’ my whole life,” he noted in his autobiography. Then again, he admitted, perhaps he was “too saucy and provoking.”

Whether he was saucy or oppressed—probably a little of both—by 1723, Franklin had had enough. He sold some of his books, booked passage on a ship under the guise that he “had got a naughty Girl with Child,” and ran away from Boston four years before his apprenticeship was over. Three days later, he was in New York City, “a Boy of but 17, without the least Recommendation to or Knowledge of any Person in the Place, and with very little Money in my Pocket.”

In New York, Franklin introduced himself to William Bradford. Bradford had been Philadelphia's first printer, but he decamped for New York after clashing with local authorities. He had no work for Franklin, Bradford said, but his son Andrew was still in Philadelphia and had a vacancy. Franklin headed for Philadelphia.

William Penn's City of Brotherly Love was scarcely older than Franklin. Penn, the son of a prominent English admiral of the same name, had appeared destined to join the British establishment. Instead, in 1667, he converted to the Society of Friends, a religious group George Fox had founded fifteen years earlier. The Quakers, as they became known, believed that God spoke directly to everyone—Christians and non-Christians alike—eliminating the need for priests or an organized church structure. The establishment didn't like that much and tried to quash the Quakers. Penn himself spent time in prison for his beliefs. In 1681, as payment for a debt owed to Penn's father, and perhaps just to get Penn and his ilk out of his hair, King Charles II gave young William the land in North America that became known as Pennsylvania (after the admiral, not the son). Penn picked a site between the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers as the spot for a future metropolis he named Philadelphia, after a city in the Bible. The name, loosely translated, means City of Brotherly Love.



Gloria Dei (Old Swedes') Church
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or www.old-swedes.org

Dating to 1700, Gloria Dei is a reminder that the Swedish settled here before the English. Originally a Lutheran Church, it became Episcopalian in 1845. It is a little off the beaten path, but well worth a visit. Gloria Dei is a working church as well as a national historic site. It's probably a good idea to call ahead before visiting to make sure it's open.





The area's first European colonists had been Swedes, who arrived in 1643. The Dutch replaced the Swedes, and England later claimed the region in 1664, but you can find a reminder of the Swedish presence at the Gloria Dei Church, popularly known as Old Swedes’. The church building was dedicated in 1700 and today stands in a somewhat industrialized neighborhood among overpasses and I-95 south of the old city. There's nothing about the building that screams “Sweden.” It's a neat, little brick church surrounded by a small cemetery and compact gardens. Suspended from the ceiling inside are models of the Kalmar Nyckel and Fogel Grip, two ships that brought Swedes to the New World in 1643. Betsy Ross of flag fame married her second husband, Joseph Ashburn, at this church in 1777.

The church lay outside the boundaries of the town Penn laid out. Using “the latest in urban planning,” he gave his city a grid pattern, with eight streets running east to west from the Delaware to the Schuylkill and named after “things that Spontaneously grow in the Country”—hence the city's Vine Street, Chestnut Street, Walnut Street, and Mulberry Street (later changed to Arch). Penn numbered the north-south streets, with the exception of Broad Street. He urged his colonists to build in the center of their lots, leaving plenty of space on all sides to provide safety from fires.
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