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Benjamin Franklin: “The First American”' .~

/. How does one cha.%[ftenze Benjamin Franklin? Journalist, scientist, educator, politician,
writer, administrator, phi osopher — he truly seemed to be to do almost everything. His
accomplishments and the talents and interests iwhich he dx_sp_l:muring the course of his long
life — 1706 to 1790 — have caused him to be\called both “the first American” and “the last
univers u;‘;a"" : 7 {\:,x"r‘j'.. ,\\? )\zf’m\ Eeide W

~>. Historian Samuel Eliot Morison gives this view of the man: “Franklin’s secret , the thing that
‘ made him tick’ and pulled every aspect of his mind together, was his love of people’. He talked
with English and French statesmen as an equal; he was as hoqlely and comfortable as an old
shoe. " ” Morison even specul that if we had been alive 1#1776 and had made a call upon
Benjamin Franklin, he wo/%lnﬁ ve made us feel at home. He would have asked about our parents,
and probably would have known them, or at least about them’ ; he would then have asked us about
ourselves, @;gvrvn S out and sent us away with some good advice, a handshake, and a smile.

) Benjamirl was one of 17 children, all of whom were expected to help support the large
Franklin household. ® As a young child, he worked in the shop of his father, a soap and
candlemaker, but this work did not appeal tfo_.aﬂboy-wg loved to read and study. Therefore, when
he was 12, Benjamin was sent to assist his_half-brother)James who had a printing shop. * There,
surrounded by books, young Ben would often stay up late into the night reading on a wide range

49

of subjects; and as he read, he practiced improving his own style of writing.

{; In 1721, James began publishing a newspaper, the New England Courant. Benjamin secretly
wrote articles for the paper under the pen name of “Dame Silence Dogood”®, putting them under
the door of the printing shop late at night so that his brother would not know the articles were his.
They were full of humor and wise observations of life in Boston, Franklin’s birthplace, and they
immediately became popular with the public.

£ When James was Jalled for criticizing the British authorities, young Benjamin took over the
publishing of the paper. ’ In defense of freedom of speech and the presé he courageously prmted a
quotation from a London newspaper: “Without freedom of thought, there can be no such thing as
wisdom; and no such thing as public liberty without freedom of speech; which is the right of
every man as far as by it' if he does not hurt or control the right of another. ”

o
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b After a quarrel with James, Benjamin left Boston to seek his own fortune. Failing to find
work in New York city, the 17-year-old boy went on to Philadelphia where he found a job as a
printer’s apprentice and soon had a wide circle of friends. "' Within a few years, Franklin had
married, had started his own printing shop, and was looked upon as a successful young
bqsinessman. '

7 In 1729, Franklin purchased the newspaper, The Pennsylvania Gazette. Besides the regular
news, Franklin included his own articles and editorials alive with humor and wisdom; and soon
the paper was the most widely read in all of colonial America.

Y At the same time, Franklin involved himself in community projects. He founded, for
example, the Junto, a discussion group that met weekly to debate the issues of the day. '’ The
Junto was active for 30 years and developed into the American Philosophical Society. He also
founded the country’s first subscription library and organized America’s first fire-fighting and fire
insurance companies. He helped to improve the local police force and to establish a hospital and a
college which later became the University of Pennsylvania. He once said of his activities, “I
would rather have it said, *he lived useful’ than ‘he died rich’ ...”"

In 1732, Franklin began the publication of an almanac under the name Richard Saunders (an
English astrologer). He continued to publish it annually for about 25 years, and it came to be
known as Poor Richard’s Almanac.'* As Franklin said in his autobiography: “I endeavored to
make it both entertaining and useful... I considered it a proper vehicle for conveying”instructions
among the common people who bought scarcely any other books; I tberefore filled all the little
spaces that occurred between the remarkable days in the calendar with proverbial sentences chiefly
such as 1ncu1cated industry and frugahty ib

[ 9By his own admission, Frapklin’s proverbs were not original but drawn from “the wisdom of
many ages and nations® “Ti\’l s pursuit of this wisdom, he taught himself to read French,
Spanish, Italian, German, and Latin. Some of the devices Franklin used to give the sayings a
sharpness and impact were (a) the change of one or more words to a more grapmc word or
phrase, (b) the use of a shorter, more concise construction, and (c) the use of alliteration. The
following are examples:

(a) Original: Many strokes fell great oaks.

Franklin: Little strokes fell great oaks.
(b) Original: The greatest talkers are the least doers.
Franklin: Great talkers, little doers.

(c¢) Original: Waste not, want not.

Franklin: Sloth and silence are a fool’s virtues. '°

., These practical words of advice to the people, improved by Franklin’s talent for simple,
humorous writing, had universal appeal. Many of them, in one form or another, are still quoted
tcday. Poor Richard’s Almanac achieved worldwide fame and was published in many languages.

J-, As to his proverbs on industry and thrift, Franklin practiced all he preached; and by 1748, at
the ‘age of 42, he was able to retire from business to devote his life to public service and the study

e
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of science. Little did he know that he was entering the most important period of his life. ”/,/&

[4, As an experimenter and practical user of scientific facts, Franklin looked for easier and better
ways to do things. He invented an open stove, the Franklin stove, which gave more heat and
wasted less fuel than a fireplace.'® He also made the first pair of bifocal glasses and invented a
musical instrument called the glass harmonica'® and the stepladder chair.

(4 Franklin is especially famous for his contributions in the field of electricity. The commonest
terms used in electricity today are Franklin’s words: battery, brush, armature, charge, condense,
conductor, plus, minus, positive, negative — terms he made up as he made observations 6r
conducted experiments. He is best known, however, for his discovery that electricity and natural
lightning are the same. Flying a silk kite during a summer thunderstorm, Franklin was able to
attract an electrical spark to a key tied to the kite string. * By comparing the characteristics of the
natural spark with the man-made charge, Franklin was able to prove the similarity of electric
matter and lightning. Using this knowledge, he invented the lightning rod which today protects
millions of buildings from lightning. *'

[¥ He also did pioneer work in the field of weather observation. Few people know that it was
Benjamin Franklin who discovered the movement of storms from west to east upon which all
weather forecasting today has been based. He also made the first scientific study of the Gulf
Stream®™ , that mysterious body of warm water that flows up the eastern coast of the United States

and then heads off for Europe.
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. He would have asked about our parents, and probably would have known them, or at least

about them: X B 75 ¥ & [X 43 know them Fil know about them {2 X, FEIEETHILAATR

. Benjamin was one of 17 children, all of whom were expected to help support the large Franklin

household: ZAa)v] A AT, —RBSHFECREE, FR “ABRHEFRILE 17 1M
T TREN ARILE 16 NI/ (HRRER EIFR “CARR 17T BT
B—A", XS KA DUERRE IR,

. Therefore, when he was 12, Benjamin was sent to assist his half-brother James who had a

printing shop: & 2 SR REERLEEE, Ht, X H A half-brother Z ¥, Ib4h, X Bk
EEEBENaRIRE, SEHEFCRBKRE “IEE”, BAZEXRNR, defriEsh
RS EEEATEE, R, MRL AR AN R, A CTRI12 B
e, AN BLBE 2 7] S 57 B ) B R A UK LA AT, IR B — K EIRI B " {HAK
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. Dame Silence Dogood: R#FiFZEM, A&, BHEEL, — B FiE, HEEBRE LT

HERILVEAWARE (—. BREEHRE; —. MREE; =. AEERE), XHITZEE
#Fo BERIER “HMFERTIREL L.

B (Froeig i) BN LIE—HEARBHELEBE TR, 5IEMRBUFHAN, &
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W, HAKRHEFEE,
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a wide circle of friends: H1i} a large circle of friends, AZyFE) Z &,

the Junto: junto —jA] % junta fYAS{A, junta 3= BEH5 BAR 5k A e EAUW E A HE . junto
BN “HE. IRA. NEF, XEER—DEERKEFR, TR, WATLIERE,
SHFICRM T Ja# . MAh, the day = his age.
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Little did he know that he was entering the most important period of his life: 2/a] i) 8136 4514
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fireplace NEHEFN “XFp A4 HLBEY & H B L, 1 IR 28 AR L BE S b
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19. the glass harmonica: I§FEAE

20. Flying a silk kite during a summer thunderstorm, Franklin was able to attract an electrical
spark to a key tied to the kite string: /A FMIUENTFEREA FEMNWES. SHFF
h EEF-ARAIMGET, TLAARE —RLARSFHLERE, REX L35 —
AR, ARBI TR XL,

21. Using this knowledge, he invented the lightning rod which today protects millions of buildings
from lightning: X L i€ 76 /A BA G5 FRIE WA BOHRARE, B3R I V8 X P B A5 1) 2
BEXR, SHFNFR “ARAX—fiR, FLAKRLKATBEH, TREFSREATS
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22. the Gulf Stream: & P4EFE
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(D Upon graduation from Yale, Rong Hong was offered opportunities to stay in the United
States but, urged by his desire to apply what he had learned to the well-being of his
motherland, he rejected the offers and returned to China.

@ In order to use his knowledge to serve his motherland, after graduation from Yale, Rong
Hong rejected the offers to stay in the United States and returned to the bosom of his
motherland.
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Rong Hong ( Yung Wing)
Rong Hong, his literary name Chunpu, was born in Xiangshan (now Zhongshan County) ,

Guangdong Province in 1828 and died in 1912. He was an ardent patriot of modern China, a

prominent social activist and a pioneer who encouraged learning from the West.

Though Rong Hong was born into a poor peasant’s family, his father, in the hope of making

him a comprador, managed to send him to a school in Macao set up and run by the British, for

elementary education.
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In 1847, sponsored by some Americans and Englishmen then living in Hong Kong, he went
to the United States and entered Monson Academy in Massachusetts. After he graduated from
Monson, he took the entrance exanﬁnaﬁoqs and r;cnmlled»;in.fthe famous Yale University where he
vwg\nks@(,_ye}gy,l\m@?,»overconﬁng difficulties in mathematics and shortage of funds and, finally, he

" got his bachelor degree with honors. Q—Ie was the first Chinese ever to have graduated from an

American university. )

Having lived and studied in the United States for many long years, he had adopted a lifestyle
and developed a makeup totally different from that of his countrymen by the time he graduated
from the university. But he never forgot he was a Chinese descendant and he cherished a deep love
for his country. Upon graduation from Yale, he was offered opportunities to stay in the United
States but, urged by his desire to apply what he had learned to the well-being of his motherland,
he rejected the offers and returned to China.

But Rong Hong returned only to find a poverty-stricken country under a corrupt government.
The stark reality set him worrying about the future of his country and its people. He realized, by
the sharp contrast between China and the West, if China ever hoped to become a powerful and
prosperous country, it had to learn from the West. He had two objectives that stood out in his
mind then: firstly, China had to train talents equipped with a good knowledge of Western culture
and science; secondly, it had to introduce advanced technology from the West to develop its
national industry, communications and transportation. He began to run about, trying to seek
possible means to this end. At that time Zeng Guofan, busy recruiting people for his
Westernization drive, issued an invitation to Rong Hong. In September, 1863, Rong Hong went
to Anqging and joined Zeng in his campaign.

Rong Hong suggested to Zeng Guofan that a machinery plant be established and, as his
suggestion coincided with Zeng’s idea of setting up a modern munitions factory in China,/he
authorized him with the mission of purchasing machines from abroad. In 1865, Rong Hong
bought over one hundred sets of machines from the United States, which constituted the bulk of
the equipment for Jiangnan General Manufacturing Bureau.

Besides, he directed full attention to the training of people with Western learning. Twice had
he suggested that the Qing government send students to study in the United States and, over the
following few years, the Qing government, adopting his advice, sent 120 students on government
funds and appointed Rong Hong as Vice Superintendent for overseas students affairs.

In his late years Rong Hong settled in the United States, but his concern for the fate and
future of his country was as intense as ever. He extended vigorous moral support to the bourgeois
revolution under Sun Yat-sen. Till the last days of his life, he kept telling his two sons to quit
their jobs in the United States and go back to China and work for its welfare. The great scholar
Mr. Liang Qichao once said, “He had no other thoughts and no other pursuits but concerns for his
country. ” An American once remarked, “ Rong Hong has a sense of patriotism in every fiber,

from head to foot. ” He certainly deserves these compliments.

s



