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1. The Famous Doclor Franklin

O NE FEBRUARY DAY IN 1778, A HORSE-DRAWN COACH
drew up to the immense iron gates of Versailles, the grand palace
of Louis XVI, king of France. The palace guards stood smartly at atten-
tion as a portly'! old gentieman climbed down from the coach. At sev-
enty-two, he moved gingerly. The guards recognized him immediately
and admitted him to the palace, where he was taken down a seemingly
endless hall to the reception room.

There members of the court were waiting together for the arrival of
the king. They dressed in high style in large, white-powdered wigs® and
colorful finery. The men wore coats richly embellished with lace and
gold trim. The women’s elaborate silk dresses swept across the floor.
The portly old gentleman was simply clad, however, in an unembroidered
brown velvet coat. He had bought a wig for this occasion, but he’d de-
cided not to wear it. It didn’t sit well on his head. Instead he had donned
acoonskin® cap he had acquired in the British colonies in North America,
where he lived. His face was rounded, his forehead high. Behind his
spectacles, his eyes were alert and cool.

Then Louis appeared. He looked most magnificent of all, as befit-
ted a king. His sword glittered, as did the priceless gems on his white fur
robe. Everyone took a deep bow. The old gentleman took his bow as
well and politely removed his humble cap.

Although Benjamin Franklin looked un-
impressive among these French aristocrats,
he had in fact already deeply impressed
them. They knew him as “Doctor Franklin,”
a man renowned for his knowledge of natu-
ral philosophy (as science was called).
Franklin’s experiments with electricity —
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1. The Famous Doctor Franklin

and especially with lightning — were known around the world. But it
was not as a scientist that Franklin stood before the court. He was an
ambassador, sent by American leaders who had begun a revolt against
the rule of Great Britain.

Franklin had been living in a house between Versailles and Paris,
the French capital. He had met as many important people as possible,
encouraging them to send money, arms, and supplies to aid the Ameri-
can Revolution. He had also been negotiating two treaties that would
make France an official ally of the colonists. France was a longtime
rival of Great Britain. Both nations had built forts and established colo-
nies in North America. Decades of war between the two had left the
British in control of much of that continent.

Franklin’s attire may have been calculated to remind the French
that he was an emissary!"! from the “New World,” a place they romanti-
cized as wild and pure. “His clothing was rustic, his bearing simple but
dignified, his language direct, his hair unpowdered,” wrote one French
nobleman. “It was as though [he] had been brought by magic into our
effeminate and slavish age.”

France was astir®, wrote the same Frenchman, with “a universal
love of liberty.” Franklin seemed to embody this ideal. When diplomat
John Adams stayed in Paris, he observed, “There was scarcely a peasant
or a citizen ... who did not consider [Benjamin Franklin] a friend to

human kind.” Franklin himself wrote, “’Tis a

Y ‘ common observation here, that our Cause is

the Cause of all Mankind, and that we are

fighting for their Liberty in defending our
own.”

If the Americans won their war, they

would begin a democracy and no longer be

ruled by King George III. It is possible that



arli 1 botiazsend) o

biuos

It ngie bib 2o,

> soastd 1o

il 10E V1018t 101

¢
St

moil 19igoss

s nasdadac bed o

sl n3te onblsd o
-inst aptfow ald;

wan 3

V] emissary 4%
DR
U BEEE )
Vol a0

odiom 9t of dos

2]

astir ik

CUCH); Rk
591 %iﬁx)bf&w
vm%&*aﬁﬁ)ﬁ.&&x |

svb tud eslitxe)

9,-~*“

ob m,mﬂ n

aibies 1o 19 “11""

vig 198ts beib nil

sl o
wodi 8

TG 2

isteot bluis
o ied fsi
B (vod i

—. FREBREGSTEZ XK+

thE 4. RME LM RRU—IRIER Tl
(R E 3t BRAE BT P . b R— o, SIRELTF
e I R R E 9 B SE AT S A M R T

BT — B RS SR SR E R
M—Fi T, BT RS LTS EE ALY, 5
TR R . AR PR AR B M B T % . it
i — EAE RIS AEATRERY | XA 25
FRA T RN BT 7 RIS o K DA vl — B
B9 F o B E R E SR T B8y TH
Rt BIEZ AT T ILH4EROMR S, 25 S A
T KRR AT

HURAIESE LR T —F OB, Ak
RBEEAME—ZKE AR WEE, M
SR RIFHINN “FiAh” B B2 BUE AR

—MEE R XRETE M, MR BN, 2 1A
{EB™, PEIE R T Y, L RWARIEHE . “(fb)
SRAFAR R 1 B AR A B T RATX AT . HM
B,

A BBIRRFIEE R A X I
MIER. B2 TP R — R . Shesr
2ot - ST R IR LR — K
R RAA N AR - 8 22 50hk )R AKM "
H2TA A G XER TR, R
RS NKMF, 7612 T A & E RN, R THE
o4 N0 AT o),

R EMARRAG T XSRS, AP — A
REEZK, MAHZEEME=H50E. B5+A
AIREEAE, WREWARMAT, B EEE5LT

Sl - S



* 10' 1. The Famous Doctor Franklin

Louis XVI wondered whether other monarchs might be threatened if the
Americans succeeded. Certainly he questioned whether France could
afford to invest in America’s risky war. Regardless, Louis did sign the
treaties on February 6, 1778. Franklin had won a major victory for the
colonists.

“He seized the lightning from the sky, and the scepter from the
tyrants,” one Frenchman said of Franklin. But Franklin had once been a
fiercely loyal subject of the British king. His earlier life held no sign that
he would seize anything, in fact. He came from a humble working fam-
ily — the Franklins of Ecton, England.

FROM THE OLD WORLD TO THE NEW

Franklin’s ancestors had lived in Ecton for many generations. Like
their fellow citizens, they were bound by law to remain in their homeland.
After the discovery of the New World, however, England’s leaders be-
gan to encourage citizens to emigrate to America. As colonists!!), they
could send lumber, furs, tobacco, silver, and gold back to the mother
country. :

In 1683 Benjamin’s father, Josiah Franklin, took his family to the
New World to seek his fortune. He and his wife, Anne, and their three
children landed in the busy port city of Boston in Massachusetts Bay
Colony. Josiah was a dyer of textiles, but dyers

were not in demand in Boston. Josiah decided
to become a chandler — a maker of candles
and soap.

In 1688 Anne Franklin died after giv-
ing birth to her seventh child. Josiah then
took a second wife, Abiah Folger. Their
eighth child (Josiah’s tenth boy) was born
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¢ 12 ¢ 1. The Famous Doctor Franklin
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on January 17, 1706. They named him Benjamin after Josiah’s brother,
a devout!! Christian man. In all, Abiah had ten children.

Together with many of Josiah’s children from his first marriage, the
family crowded into a small house warmed with fireplaces and lit by
candles. The house must have bustled with people and activity. For sev-
eral years, Uncle Benjamin lived with them. As Josiah became a re-
spected member of the community, many people, including Boston’s
leaders, came to the house to seek his advice. And Josiah always seemed
to have guests for dinner. According to Benjamin, Josiah thought lively,
adult conversation would “improve the minds of his children.”

Benjamin loved to run in the streets of Boston and swim in the
Charles River. One day, Benjamin led a group of boys in stealing some
quarried stone intended for a new house. The boys then built a small
wharf in a nearby marsh where they could stand and fish for minnows.
Discovering this, their parents were furious. At first, Benjamin felt jus-
tified because the wharf was so “useful.” Josiah “convinced me,” Ben-
jamin later wrote, “that nothing was useful which was not honest.”

Another time, Benjamin decided that swimming in the ordinary way
wasn’t good enough. So he built a set of wooden paddles to help him
swim faster. He also tied himself to a kite so that it could help to pull
him across the river. These inventions showed that he was forming an
important habit: closely observing the natural world.

;, While Benjamin could be exasperating'?,
k" his father was proud of his curiosity and
; intelligence. When Benjamin was eight,
Josiah enrolled him in Boston Grammar
School. It taught subjects such as Latin that
helped boys prepare for professional
careers. Josiah’s other sons were learning
ordinary trades. But Josiah was a member
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of a church that was similar to a modern Congregational™ church. He
wanted Benjamin to become a minister. As he explained, guiding his
tenth boy into the ministry was a way of tithing (giving onetenth of one’s
wealth to the church). Unfortunately, Benjamin was an unruly' student.
Josiah took him out of the school after just one year.

Josiah next enrolled Benjamin in a school led by George Brownell
(“a then famous man,” as Benjamin later wrote). And he began to recon-
sider Benjamin’s future. To complete his son’s education for the ministry,
Josiah would eventually have to send Benjamin to college. Yet Josiah
couldn’t afford to do that. Besides, Benjamin didn’t seem suited to the
ministry. He wasn’t devout like his Uncle Benjamin. To the contrary, he
seemed to question everything. Josiah withdrew Benjamin from
Brownell’s school after Benjamin had received one more year of
education.

Boston was then the largest town in North America, with nearly
twelve thousand inhabitants. Sailing ships brought goods from Europe,
the West Indies, and Africa into its harbor. They traded for New England
products such as timber, fish, and rum, which they could sell in Great
Britain. A man would always find plenty of customers for soap and candles
in a town like this. Josiah decided Benjamin would join him in his own
workshop, learning the trade of chandler.

LEARNING A TRADE

Ten-year-old Benjamin helped to make
candles by filling molds with wicks and tal-
low (melted animal fat). He also helped pre-
pare soap, boiling tallow with wood ashes
in a cast-iron kettle. The work was hot, dirty,
and boring. It didn’t take him long to decide



