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ABSTRACT 

There has been a recent resurgence in scholarly books about the Founding Fathers. One 

in particular, Benjamin Franklin, has been the subject of numerous books the past few 

years. Some of his recent popularity can be attributed to the tercentenary of his birth date 

on January 17, 2006. The rest of the credit goes to his recent biographers. 

As modern authors contemplate this extraordinary man, so does this historiography. It 

examines the many images portrayed by Franklin. Whether he was a young apprentice, a 

business owner, or an elder statesman; Franklin focused on and perfected the image he 

wanted to portray to others.   
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BENJAMIN FRANKLIN’S GREATEST INVENTION: HIMSELF 

 The lightning rod, daylight saving time, bifocals, the Pennsylvania heating stove, 

the glass armonica, a flexible urinary catheter, and a myriad of others were the creations 

of Benjamin Franklin. But, perhaps, his greatest invention, the pièce de résistance, was 

himself, especially the images that he created and portrayed to others. And, it was an 

invention that he was continually re-inventing and refining. “In the process, he carefully 

crafted his own persona, portrayed it in public, and polished it for posterity.” 1He has 

been compared to a chameleon- having the ability to quickly adapt to any environment. 

“As a young printer in Philadelphia, he carted rolls of paper through the streets to give 

the appearance of being industrious. As an old diplomat in France, he wore a fur cap to 

portray the role of a backwoods sage.”2 Franklin invented the roles he needed for the 

parts he played.  He has been called “America’s first great image-maker and public 

relations master.”3  

   Daniel Boorstin in his book The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America 

(1961) refers to the Graphic Revolution and its relationship to the creation of an “image.” 

He says the Graphic Revolution began with the invention of the printing press.4  Franklin 

quickly realized and capitalized on the “power of the press.”  In regards to the Silence 

Dogood letters, James Franklin, Benjamin’s brother, praised the writing style until 

Benjamin revealed he was the author. “Yet James’s colleagues continued to applaud Ben 

                                                 
1 Walter Isaacson, Benjamin Franklin: An American Life, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2003), 2. 
2 Isaacson, 2. 
3 Isaacson, 328 
4 Daniel Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America,  (New York: Atheneum, 1961),  

1 
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after he dropped his veil of Silence, which irritated James the more.”5  Franklin would 

later find out the popularity of his Poor Richard’s Almanack. Franklin was ahead of his 

time when it came to the art of self-promotion. It is important to look at Benjamin 

Franklin in terms of the creation of and the subsequent evolution of the images he 

portrayed to others. The critic Johnathan Yardley said young Benjamin was “a self-

created and self-willed man who moved through life at a calculated pace toward 

calculated ends.”6  

 The year 2006 marked the tricentennial of Benjamin Franklin’s birth on January 

17. Originally, the birth date was January 6, 1705 using the Julian calendar which had 

been discontinued in 1752. He was the eighth child of his mother, Abiah, and the 

fifteenth of his father, Josiah. Two sisters were to follow his birth. In his Autobiography, 

Franklin recalled mealtimes at his parents’ table:  

 At his Table he lik’d to have as often as he could, some sensible Friend or 
 Neighbor, to converse with, and always took care to start some ingenious or
 useful Topic for Discourse, which might tend to improve the Minds of his 
 Children.  By this means he turn’d our Attention to what was good, just, & 
 prudent in the Conduct of Life; and little or no Notice was ever taken of what was 
 related to the Victuals on the Table, whether it was well or ill dressed, in or out of 
 season, of good or bad flavor, preferable or inferior to this or that other thing of 
 the kind; 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 ask’d I can scarce tell, a few Hours after Dinner, 
 what I din’d upon.7  
 

                                                 
5 H.W.Brands, The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin, (New York: Random House, 
2000), 32. 
6 Isaacson,38. 
7 Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography and Other Writings, ed. Kenneth Silverman (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1986), 11.  
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 Franklin began his career as a writer while apprenticed at the age of twelve to his 

brother, James. Originally, the “plan for young Benjamin was to have him study for the 

ministry, Jonah’s tenth son anointed to the Lord.”8  He was enrolled in the Boston Latin 

School at the age of eight in preparation for the entrance examinations at Harvard 

College. After eight months of instruction, Benjamin was at the head of his class, he then 

was moved to the next level, and was poised for the third step when Josiah removed him 

from the school. Gordon S. Wood states in his book, The Americanization of Benjamin 

Franklin (2004), that Benjamin’s father had second thoughts about the expenses involved 

in a college education.9 Authors James Srodes and Walter Isaacson think that there were 

other factors for the abrupt removal- Josiah Franklin came to believe that his son was not 

suited for the clergy. Isaacson writes “a tale related by his grandson, but not included in 

the autobiography, shows Franklin to be cheeky not only about religion but also about the 

wordiness in worship that was a hallmark of Puritan worship.”10  Srodes writes “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.”11 

 Benjamin was enrolled for a year in a neighborhood school that specialized in 

writing and mathematics. These two years comprised the total of his formal education. 

However, this was not unusual for colonial children in the early 1700’s as few boys had 

little more than two years and most girls had no formal schooling. “Although most of the 

                                                 
8 Isaacson, 18. 
9 Gordon S. Wood, The Americanization of Benjamin Franklin, (New York: The Penguin Press, 2004), 18.  
10  Isaacson, 19. 
11  James Srodes, Franklin: The Essential Founding Father, (Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2003), 
17. 
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Revolutionary leaders were college graduates-usually being the first in their families to 

attend college-some, including Washington, Robert Morris, Patrick Henry, Nathanael 

Greene, and Thomas Paine, had not much more formal schooling than Franklin.”12 

 “From a Child I was fond of Reading, and all the little Money that came into my 

Hands was ever laid out in Books.”13 Benjamin, besides being bookish, was nearly six 

feet tall and strong with broad shoulders. All this would combine to make him the perfect 

choice for a printer’s apprentice. Two other placements as a cutler’s apprentice to a 

distant relative and finally, as an apprentice in his father’s candle and soap shop left 

Benjamin longing for an escape to the sea. Josiah had other designs for his son. In 1718, 

Benjamin started on the path that would lead him to refer to himself as a “Printer.” 

Benjamin “balked at signing the indenture papers; he was a little older than usual for 

starting an apprenticeship, and his brother demanded a nine-year term instead of the 

typical seven years.”14    

 Benjamin’s older half-brother, James Franklin, had trained in the printing 

business in England. James returned to Boston and set up shop where his primary 

business was the printing of a newspaper owned by William Booker.  After two years, 

James lost the printing contract and “launched what was then the only truly independent 

newspaper in the colonies and the first with literary aspirations.”15  This would be the 

                                                 
12  Wood,18. 
13 Franklin,13. 
14 Isaacson, 21. 
15  Isaacson, 23. 
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place where Benjamin would begin his writing career. “More than making himself 

‘tolerable’ as a writer, he became the most popular writer in colonial America.”16   

 For five years, Benjamin worked and chafed under the command of his half-

brother. Benjamin began submitting anonymous essays that he signed “Silence Dogood” 

to the newspaper. The penname was based on two essays by Cotton Mather. They were 

about the virtues of silence and of doing good.  The Silence Dogood essays appeared 14 

times in the New England Courant. In 1722, after being jailed for “disrespect”, James 

was forbidden to publish his newspaper. James circumvented the order by publicly 

canceling Benjamin’s indenture and printing Benjamin’s name on the masthead. But 

while James “publicly” cancelled the indenture contract, he “secretly” had Benjamin sign 

a separate agreement that continued the terms of the original contract. Several months 

after his seventeenth birthday, Benjamin decided to leave the Courant. Since the second 

contract was secret, Ben reasoned James would have difficulty enforcing it. If the issue 

wound up in court, Benjamin could deny its existence while James would have to reveal 

the sham he concocted. Benjamin “broke” the contract with his brother and inquired of 

printing work with other Boston shops. James retaliated by telling every publisher in 

Boston that Benjamin was of bad character. Benjamin reacted by running away to New 

York and then to Philadelphia. Franklin would later comment on this situation in his 

Autobiography: 

 At length a fresh Difference arising between my Brother and me, I took it upon  
 me to assert my Freedom, presuming that he would not venture to produce the 
 new Indentures. It was not fair of me to take this Advantage, and this I therefore 

                                                 
16 Isaacson, 28. 
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 reckon one of the first Errata of my Life: But the Unfairness of it weigh’ little 
 with me, when under the Impressions of Resentment, for the Blows his Passion 
 too often urg’d him to bestow upon me. Tho’ he was otherwise not an ill-natured 
 Man: Perhaps I was too saucy & provoking.17   
  

Arriving in New York with very little money, Benjamin met with the only printer in the 

town, William Bradford. “As usual, Ben’s lively personality made a good first impression 

(something he benefited from all his life).”18 Bradford could not offer him a job but he 

did offer some advice-go to Philadelphia. Ten days after his hasty departure from Boston, 

Benjamin landed in Philadelphia. He would retell his arrival in that city in his 

Autobiography: 

 He gave me accordingly three great Puffy Rolls. I was surpris’d at the Quantity, 
 but took it, and having no room in my Pockets, walk’d off, with a Roll under each 
 Arm, & eating the other. Thus I went up Market Street, passing by the Door of 
 Mr. Read, my future Wife’s Father, when she was standing at the Door saw me 
 & thought I made as I certainly did a most awkward ridiculous Appearance.19 
 

The above passage led one author to remark, “Franklin had perfected the art of poking 

fun at himself.”20 This was a technique that he would employ the rest of his life. He also 

employed it as a literary device while writing his memoirs (Autobiography).  

 While in Philadelphia, Benjamin visited the shop of William’s son, Andrew 

Bradford. The younger Bradford did not need another printer so William escorted 

Benjamin to see the town’s other printer, Samuel Keimer. Keimer offered employment 

and Benjamin accepted. Arrangements were made to lodge with Andrew Bradford. As 

                                                 
17 Franklin, 22-23. 
18 Srodes, 27. 
19 Franklin, 28. 
20 Isaacson, 71. 
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time went by, Keimer was not pleased that his employee was boarding with the 

“competition” so Benjamin found lodging with the Read family. This was the same house 

with the laughing girl in the doorway that he had passed on his first day in Philadelphia.  

She was Deborah Read. He would recount this second meeting in the Autobiography:    

 And my Chest & Clothes being come by this time, I made rather a more 
 respectable Appearance in the Eyes of Miss Read than I had done when she first 
 happen’d to see me eating my Roll in the Street.21 
  

 Since Benjamin had secretly left Boston, his family had no idea of his 

whereabouts or circumstances. A brother-in-law, Robert Homes, had heard that his wife’s 

brother had landed in Philadelphia. Homes wrote to Benjamin explaining the family’s 

distress at his disappearance. “Ben did not question Homes’s worthy intentions, but he 

replied that he had left Boston for good cause, was quite happy in Philadelphia, and had 

not the slightest desire to go back.”22  Luck would hold for Benjamin. His relative 

showed the letter to Pennsylvania’s royal governor, Sir William Keith. Keith was so 

impressed by the writing style that he made a personal visit to Keimer’s shop to present a 

proposal to Benjamin. The governor would help Benjamin set up his own shop. “He 

would use his influence, Keith promised, to get him the province’s official business and 

would write Franklin’s father a letter exhorting him to help finance his son.”23 As soon as 

spring came, Benjamin, letter in hand, was bound for Boston.  

 Seven months had passed since Benjamin’s stealthy escape from Boston. Word 

from Robert Homes of his well-being had not reached the family. His parents “were 
                                                 
21 Franklin, 30. 
22 Brands, 50. 
23 Isaacson, 40. 
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thrilled by his return and welcomed him warmly.”24 One family member who was not 

delighted by Benjamin’s return was James. “He received me not very frankly, look’d me 

all over, and turn’d to his Work again.”25 Just before that sentence in the Autobiography, 

Benjamin wrote, “I went to see him at his Printinghouse: I was better dress’d than ever 

while in his Service, having a genteel new Suit from Head to foot, a Watch, and my 

pockets lin’d with near Five Pounds Sterling in Silver.”26  

 Soon after his return, Benjamin received an invitation to the home of Cotton 

Mather. During the visit, Mather “let it be known that he forgave him for the barbs that 

had appeared in the Courant. As they were making their way out, they went through a 

narrow passage and Mather suddenly warned, “Stoop! Stoop!” Franklin, not 

understanding the exhortation, bumped his head on the low beam. As was his wont, 

Mather turned it into a homily: “Let this be a caution to you not always to hold your head 

so high.  Stoop, young man, stoop – as you go through this world- and you’ll miss many 

hard thumps.”27 It is interesting to note that this incident was not included in the 

Autobiography.  

 Benjamin soon returned to Philadelphia, this time with his family’s blessing but 

no financial support. Governor Keith proposed to back the venture himself, so Benjamin 

was sent to London with a list of supplies to purchase and letters of credit to pay for the 

supplies. Benjamin arrived in London on Christmas Eve, 1724 where he discovered no 

letters of credit had sailed with the ship and they would not be on any other ship.  

                                                 
24 Isaacson, 40. 
25 Franklin,33. 
26 Franklin, 33. 
27 Isaacson, 41. 
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Benjamin’s fears of being stranded in London were soon realized. A fellow passenger, 

Thomas Denham, told him Keith had “no credit to give.”28  Franklin wrote in his 

Autobiography: “But what shall we think of a Governor’s playing such pitiful Tricks & 

imposing so grossly on a poor ignorant Boy! “29 

 Poor ignorant boy was right.  Benjamin found himself 3,000 miles from home, 

broke, with no job prospects, and no friends. On the advice of Denham, Benjamin 

decided to “make the best of his situation.”30 He found employment, enjoyed London, 

and learned some valuable life lessons along the way.   In his Autobiography, Benjamin 

reflected on his time in London: 

 Thus, I spent about 18 months in London. Most Part of the Time, I work’d hard at 
 my Business, & spent but little upon myself except in seeing Plays & in Books. 
 My Friend Ralph had kept me poor. He owed me about 27 Pounds; which I was 
 now never likely to receive; a great Sum out of my small Earnings. I lov’d him 
 notwithstanding, for he had many amiable Qualities. Tho’ I had by no means 
 improv’d my Fortune.  But I had pick’d up some very ingenious Acquaintance 
 whose Conversation was of great Advantage to me, and I had read considerably.31 
 

 But, after more than 1 ½ years abroad, Benjamin was eager to return home. 

Gordon S. Wood thought his desire to leave England could be because “he had come to 

realize that he would be a much bigger fish in the relatively small pond of Philadelphia 

than he was in the huge ocean of London with its hundreds of thousands of people.”32  

Denham offered him the opportunity to work in the shop he was opening in Philadelphia 

along with paying his passage to America. “Franklin’s London stay had not diminished 

                                                 
28 Brands, 62. 
29 Franklin, 46. 
30 Isaacson, 43. 
31 Franklin, 55-56. 
32 Wood, 31. 
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his ambition; if anything, his experience with Governor Keith afforded a reminder that a 

young man who had chosen to strike his own way in the world could count on nothing 

but his own efforts and abilities.  The promises of others, however pleasing to the ear, 

were trusted at peril.”33  

 Thomas Denham set up his shop on what is now 39 Front Street in Philadelphia.  

He and Franklin lived above the store. Franklin enjoyed selling because “in one sense he 

was selling himself.”34  Soon, all this crumbled as Denham died and Benjamin was back 

to looking for employment. A short stint working for his former boss Samuel Keimer 

convinced Benjamin he was back in a situation similar to that with his brother James.  

 Before long, Franklin and a fellow worker, Hugh Meredith, had set up their own 

printing business. Heavily financed by Meredith’s father, their shop would make the third 

printing establishment in Philadelphia, a town barely able to support two printing shops.  

However, Benjamin, always calculating, knew that Keimer’s business was floundering. 

His next step was to wait for the demise of Keimer’s paper and then swoop in with a 

purchase proposal.  By 1729, Benjamin and his partner were publishing Keimer’s former 

newspaper, the Pennsylvania Gazette, shortening the name from The Universal Instructor 

in All Arts and Sciences: and Pennsylvania Gazette. Franklin was doing it all. He faked 

letters to the editor, rewrote news from London, and wrote about local events. In addition 

to the newspaper, the partners were also selling stationery, business and legal forms, and 

religious books.  

                                                 
33 Brands, 83. 
34 Srodes, 47. 
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 However, by the summer of 1730, Meredith was no longer a partner.  By then, 

two Junto (a self-improvement and conversation club started by Franklin) friends agreed 

to pay off all the partnership’s debts. “Although Meredith’s name remained on the 

Gazette for some time longer, out of inertia as much as anything else, on that date the 

twenty-four-year-old Franklin gained professional independence.”  

 Ambition and competitiveness seemed to be attributes of young Franklin. In the 

Autobiography, a glimmer into this was revealed:  

Franklin retaliates against older and more powerful persons who exploit his innocence, 
by showing them up or outsmarting them.  With his tyrannical brother looking on, he 
flaunts his new suit and watch before James’s workmen, to whom he also gives some 
money for drinks, turning his brother ‘grum and sullen.’ In the presence of his 
untrustworthy employer, Samuel Keimer, he is invited for a glass of Maderia by the 
governor of Pennsylvania, making Keimer stare ‘like a Pig poison’d.’ 35  
   

 Franklin was a natural at business. “Despite all of his unpretentiousness he could 

not help making money, a great deal of it. “36 Franklin’s press printed two almanacs: 

Thomas Godfrey’s and John Jerman’s.  For various reasons, the fall of 1732 found 

Franklin without an almanac to publish. Therefore, being the resourceful person that he 

was, he penned his own almanac. He named it Poor Richard’s Almanack.  His brother 

James published one entitled Poor Robin’s Almanack.  In the seventeenth century, there 

had been an almanac writer in England with the real name of Richard Saunders.37 

Almanacs generally included agricultural advice, a weather guide, and tide tables. 

Franklin included jokes, riddles, and sayings (maxims). Printing almanacs was a 

                                                 
35 Franklin, xviii. 
36 Wood, 52. 
37 Isaacson, 95. 
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profitable business as a new edition was required each year. Sales of almanacs easily 

surpassed sales of the Bible.38  “And, because one out every one hundred colonists 

bought it, at a price of two shillings per dozen, it turned Ben Franklin into a wealthy 

man.”39 The most famous maxim placed in the margins of the almanac was: “Early to 

bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.”  Franklin admitted most

of Poor Richard’s sayings were not totally original.  In his Autobiography, he said the

“contained the Wisdom of many Ages and Nations.”

 

y 

                                                

40  

 Poor Richard’s Almanack allowed Franklin once again to hide behind a fictional 
character. H.W. Brands wrote in The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin 
Franklin (2000):     
                                                                                                                                                           
 Where Franklin the businessman had to be circumspect, careful not to offend, 
 Saunders the almanacker could be outrageous- indeed, the more outrageous the 
 better. Franklin as Franklin often had to hide his gifts to avoid inspiring envy; 
 Franklin as Saunders could flaunt his wit, erudition, and general brilliance. In 
 time- as his position in the community grew more secure- Franklin would no 
 longer require Richard Saunders; till then the alter ego helped keep him sane.41  
 
 English writer D.H. Lawrence viewed the maxims as “thorns in young flesh.”42 

He found the maxims fit the limits of a world “that barbed wire moral enclosure that Poor  

Richard rigged up.”43  He also thought all the maxims taken together define a vision of 

the world that was in direct opposition to his own vision. “Because, although I still 

believe that honesty is the best policy, I dislike policy altogether; though it is just as well 

 
38 Isaacson, 95. 
39 Fleming, 26. 
40 Franklin 106. 
41 Brands, 130. 
42Ormond Seavey, Critical Essays on Benjamin Franklin, editor Melvin Buxbaum, (Boston: G.K. Hall & 
Company, 1987), 69.   
43 Seavey, 70. 
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not to count your chickens before they hatched, its (sic) still more hateful to count them 

gloating when they are hatched.”44 

 Wood says “no matter that Franklin’s proverbs ‘were all about getting money and 

saving it’ they were ‘suited to the condition of the country’”45  Isaacson warns not to 

confuse Franklin with the characters he created. He wrote, “the real Franklin was not a 

moral prude and he did not dedicate his life to accumulating wealth.”46 The evidence 

does show that Franklin achieved financial security and was able to retire at the young 

age of 42. Poor Richard did say, “Let all men know thee, but no man know thee 

thoroughly: Men freely ford that see the shallows.” H.W. Brands points out, “The success 

of Poor Richard would eventually cause Franklin to temper his tone, as the author 

became increasingly identified with- and therefore publicly responsible for- his 

creation.”47 

 By 1748, Franklin was a very wealthy man. This year was the midpoint of his life. 

“Some have estimated that Franklin’s total income eventually reached nearly 2000 

pounds a year, twice the salary of Pennsylvania’s governor and ten times the salary of the 

rector of Franklin’s proposed academy.”48  This accumulation of income has led some 

historians to debate whether Franklin was the prototype of the American capitalist.  

Understandably, the penny-pinching ways of Poor Richard led many to believe that 

Franklin was in pursuit of great wealth.  Bernard Fay, in his book, Franklin, The Apostle 

                                                 
44 Seavey, 70. 
45 Wood,  6. 
46 Isaacson, 100. 
47 Brands, 131. 
  
48 Wood, 54. 
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of Modern Times (1929), wrote, “His leisure was not a time of spending his substance but 

of increasing it.” 49  Other authors present the opposite view as they felt Franklin did not 

fit the criteria of a capitalist. In his book, H.W. Brands weighed in with his opinion: 

 Had Franklin possessed the soul of a true capitalist, he would have devoted the 
 time he saved from printing to make money somewhere else. But he did not. For 
 Franklin the getting of money was always a means to an end, never the end 
 itself.50   
 

Isaacson makes the claim that Franklin “… did not have the soul of an acquisitive 

capitalist.”51 “In his famous work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

(1905), the great German sociologist Max Weber found Franklin to be a perfect exemplar 

of the modern capitalist spirit.”52 He thought no one stated the moral maxims of 

capitalism better than Franklin did. Franklin’s proverbs were all about getting money and 

saving it. In defense of this charge, in a letter to his mother, Franklin wrote, “I would 

rather have it said, ‘He lived usefully,’ than, ‘He died rich.’”53 Several authors point out 

had Franklin been a true capitalist he would have patented all of his inventions. The 

Pennsylvania fireplace patent alone would have made a great deal of money. Franklin’s 

view on patenting was a philanthropic gesture. “That as we enjoy great advantages from 

the inventions of others, we should be glad of an opportunity to serve others by any 

invention of ours, and this we should do freely and generously.”54 Franklin had now 

acquired the image of a self-made man “who had pulled himself up by his own 

                                                 
49Bernard  Fay, Franklin, the Apostle of Modern Times, (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1929), 220. 
50 Brands, 166. 
51 Isaacson, 127. 
52 Wood, 7. 
53 Isaacson, 127. 
54 Brands, 167. 
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bootstraps.” 55  Thus, by the time Franklin reached midlife, he was well on the way to 

creating an image of himself that he wanted the American people to relate to- an image of 

a boy that worked hard and made it.  He would use his memoirs (Autobiography) to 

further this image. 

 At the age of 65, Franklin found himself at an unsettling time in his life. Several 

events had left him shaken and confused.  Franklin had entered into a scheme with others 

for land deals during the Indian peace treaties.  The company they formed became known 

as the Walpole Company. Chosen as head of the new American Department, Lord 

Hillsborough was opposed to the Company and any other large land scheme that could 

hasten the depopulation of The British Isles. Unaware of the Lord’s displeasure, Franklin 

met with him and experienced firsthand, the man’s wrath. Confident that all prominent 

political men would support him, Franklin was soon disappointed. Along with the public 

humiliation went his hopes for future political favor. The confrontation with Lord 

Hillsborough made him “angry at the system that he had tried and failed to conquer.”56  

No longer did he long to return to his “home” in England. America became the “home” 

he longed for. His son-in-law, Richard Bache, arrived in England seeking Franklin’s aid 

and influence on obtaining a government position.  Franklin’s response was for Bache to 

imitate his father-in-law’s early career as a very ambitious businessman.  In a letter to his 

daughter, dated January 29, 1772, Franklin wrote, “Almost any Profession a Man has 

                                                 
55 Brands, 246. 
56 Wood, 138. 
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been educated in is preferable to an Office held at Pleasure, as rendering him more 

independent, more a Freeman [and] less subject to the Caprices of Superiors.”57  

 To ease his mind, Franklin sat off on a stint of traveling around the British Isles.  

In the Prologue of the book, Franklin: the Essential Founding Father (2002), James 

Srodes writes: 

 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 when he was on the road or on 
 shipboard taking in the wonders before him. 58 
 

 On one of these trips, he ended up at the country home of Jonathan Shipley, 

Bishop of St. Asaph. Shipley and Franklin had many similarities and it helped that the 

Bishop was a supporter of the American cause. Another attraction and distraction was the 

Bishop’s five young daughters. Isaacson maintains, “the history of his family was on his 

mind.”59  He further cites that earlier Franklin had written a long letter to his sister, Jane 

Mecom, extolling the advantage of maintaining family ties and relationships from afar.  

While in a used-book store, Franklin found several political pamphlets that had once 

belonged to his Uncle Benjamin. Therefore, with family on his mind, he began writing 

about the first twenty-five years of his life. Wood proposes this first part “was thus 

written in a mood of frustration, nostalgia, and defiance.”60     

  In late July 1771, Franklin would embark on that piece of writing that eventually 

would be titled The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin. It has the distinction of being 
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the one book in the possession of Davy Crockett when he died at the Alamo in 1836. In 

no other area in or of Benjamin Franklin’s life is there more disagreement among 

historians than in the writing of the Autobiography. Some start right at the beginning with 

the term “autobiography”.  William H. Shurr says “even the title, ‘Autobiography,’ is a 

word that Franklin never used and probably never heard. Its first documented use in 

English is in 1797, seven years after Franklin’s death.”61  William Temple Franklin 

(illegitimate son of William) was bequeathed all of his grandfather’s papers.  William 

made plans to publish the complete life story along with other works. Before this could 

happen, a French translation of the first part was published quickly in 1791. ( Sometime 

during the 1770’s a few Philadelphia law clerks had secretly copied Franklin’s memoirs.) 

It was shortly followed by two English translations (of the French version) in 1793. 

Temple finally published his own edition of Franklin’s papers in 1817-1818, over twenty-

seven years after his grandfather’s death. The version he submitted for publication was 

incomplete and altered. He “traded it (original manuscript) for a copy consisting of only 

three parts because it felt the original was only a rough draft.”62 Parts of the 

Autobiography would appear at least fourteen times in the United States in the decade 

after Franklin’s death. 

 “It was commonly supposed at the time that William Temple Franklin had been 

reached by officials of the English government, and that either he had been paid to 
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suppress publication, or that he had actually sold his Franklin papers to the late enemy.”63 

Franklin’s grandson argued that this was not the case. He said he wanted to avoid any 

link between his famous grandfather’s name and the French Revolution.  One author has 

suggested, “he was simply a procrastinator with a strong touch of laziness.”64 What this 

lag of twenty-seven years did do was fan the fire of a supposed conspiracy by the English 

government. 

 Benjamin Franklin was one of the best-known men in the western world.  Many 

knew who he was but they knew very little about him. Throughout his adult life, Franklin 

had refused to authorize a biography about himself. It would not be until the publication 

of the Autobiography that people would learn more about him.  Peter M. Zall in 

Franklin’s Autobiography: A Model Life (1989), concludes that what Franklin’s writings 

have done is “set up a smokescreen that has not dissipated to this day.”65 

  “Dear Son” begins the Autobiography. Supposedly, Franklin is writing to his son, 

William, whom he had not seen for seven years. “He pretended, at least initially, that this 

was merely a personal communication rather than a work of literature.”66 Did he intend 

this to be a private communication between himself and his son? Isaacson proposed that 

this was not a private letter.  He commented that if this were the case then the identity 

and description of William’s mother would have been included.67  As added evidence, 

Franklin’s letters to his son were usually responses to previous letters or concerns with 

                                                 
62 Richard D. Miles, “ The American Image of Benjamin Franklin,” American Quarterly 9, no. 2 
(summer,1957): 122. 
64 Miles, 122. 
65 Zall, 1. 
66 Isaacson, 255. 
67 Isaacson,256. 

 



19 

problems or situations. Ormond Seavey, in Becoming Benjamin Franklin: The 

Autobiography and the Life (1988), notes: 

 Franklin’s genuine letters are typically responses to previous letters or are 
otherwise addressed to particular problems or occasions; his letters nearly all begin with a 
sentence referring to the previous correspondence: ‘I received your kind Letter of the 2d 
inst., and am glad to hear that you increase in Strength,’ and ‘I received duly your letter 
of May 2, 1777, including a copy of one you had sent to me the year before, which never 
came to hand,’ or ‘I received and read the Letter from my dear and much respected 
Friend with infinite Pleasure.’68 
 
Several authors point to the fact that Franklin wrote on large folio sheets, writing on the 

left-hand side while leaving the right-hand side for revisions.  For personal 

correspondence, he would write on stationery. Before he started writing on the second 

day, Franklin wrote an outline of what he would include in the “letter.” For the next three 

weeks, he would write during the day and read the manuscript to the Shipleys at night.   

 On the second day, after the writing of the outline, Franklin inserted a section on  

the right-hand side of the first pages: 

 Hereby too, I shall indulge the Inclination so natural in Old Men, to be talking of 
 themselves and their own past Actions, and I shall indulge it, without being 
 troublesome to others who thro’ respect to Age might think themselves oblig’d to 
 give me a Hearing, since this may be read or not as any one pleases. And, lastly, 
 (I may well confess it, since my Denial of it will be believ’d by nobody) perhaps I 
 shall a good deal gratify my own Vanity. 69 
  

 Throughout the first part of the Autobiography, the committing of errata 

(mistakes) and then making amends is the prominent theme. Before his first trip to 

London, Franklin courted the daughter of his landlord, Mr. Read. Without the consent of 
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her parents, the marriage was delayed until his return from London. London kept 

Franklin so busy, he:  

 never wrote more than one Letter, & that was to let her know I was not likely 
 soon to return. This was another of the great Errata of my Life, which I should 
 wish to correct if I were to live it all over again.70 
  

 Zall maintains that what we learn from the Autobiography is “only a fragment of a 

remarkably full life.”71  He noted that Franklin’s purpose was to tell a story that would be 

useful to others. Franklin portrayed himself as a role model that Americans might wish to 

imitate. He also showed us the mistakes and follies that all humans experience and how 

people can and should laugh at themselves. “On the principle that a good example is the 

best sermon, he shows us these characters in action so that we can learn along with young 

Franklin how to live and how not to live in an acquisitive society.”72 

 Kenneth Silverman writes: “Often in the Autobiography, young Franklin retaliates 

against older and more powerful persons who exploit his innocence, by showing them up 

or outsmarting them.”73 One immediately thinks of Benjamin’s return to Boston in the 

new suit and money in his pockets. Or his boss, Samuel Keimer, who stared and was 

surprised when Governor Keith personally came to talk to Benjamin. Franklin writes 

about breaking his contract with James but he views it as justified since his brother’s 

treatment of him was deplorable. The contract was a legally binding document which 

Franklin had agreed to and signed years earlier.  Franklin felt Keimer took advantage of 
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him as an employee. As a result, Keimer found himself “the object of Franklin’s 

amusements.”74 Franklin proposed that the two men embark on a vegetarian diet. 

Franklin wrote, “He was usually a great Glutton, and I promis’d myself some Diversion 

in half-starving him.”75  When Franklin arrived in Philadelphia, he visited Andrew 

Bradford’s printing establishment and learned no employment was available. He then 

went to the only other shop in the city, belonging to Keimer, where he was promised 

work when it became available.   It appears Franklin should have been grateful for the job 

opportunity. Why would he delight in poking fun at his employer? In The Most 

Dangerous Man in America: Scenes from the Life of Benjamin Franklin (1974), 

Catherine Drinker Bowen observes: 

 Yet now, at the very edge of fame, the faults that Franklin confessed and 
 struggled to reveal what he might have been had he not tried so hard for self-
 control. One of the ‘faults’ was pride; call it an ineradicable consciousness of 
 superior intelligence. All during his life Franklin would chide himself on what he 
 referred to as the sin of pride. His Autobiography declares there is no passion so 
 hard to subdue, and that even if a man could conceive that had properly overcome 
 pride, he would probably be proud of his humility.76 
  

 At that initial writing time at the Shipleys in the summer of 1771, Franklin wrote 

about 40 percent of what would become his Autobiography.  He would add to it while 

working in France in 1784 and would do the last writing at Philadelphia in 1788. During 

the occupation of Philadelphia by British troops in 1777, Franklin’s home was 

commandeered for their army headquarters. Amid all the chaos, the manuscript ended up 
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being thrown away. “An old friend spied the crumpled papers in the gutter, recognized 

the handwriting, and returned the letter to Ben.”77  

 One of Poor Richard’s maxims was “Let all men know thee, but no man know 

thee thoroughly.” This was Franklin’s mantra as he wrote his memoirs. Edmund S. 

Morgan in his book, Benjamin Franklin (2002), observes: “For all his seemingly 

spontaneous openness, he kept a kind of inner core of himself intact and 

unapproachable.”78 Isaacson says Franklin was able to keep his creation at a bit of a 

distance, to be modestly revealing but never deeply so.79 Wood adds: 

 Although he wrote more pieces about more things than any of the other Founders, 
 Franklin is never very revealing about himself. He always seems to be holding 
 something back- he is reticent, detached, not wholly committed…. Despite his 
 complaining that he was never able to order things in his life, we sense that he 
 was always in control and was showing us only what he wanted us to see.80  
  

 Many modern-day people view the book as a self-help guide and as a guide to 

accumulating wealth. Franklin’s model cites hard work, a sober lifestyle, and proper 

management of time and money. In addition, making lots of money was not the goal but 

the means to help others improve themselves. The industrialist, Thomas Mellon, wrote of 

the influence Franklin had on his life: 

 I regard the reading of Franklin’s Autobiography as the turning point of my life. 
 Here was Franklin, poorer than myself, who by industry, thrift, and frugality had 
 become learned and wise, and elevated to wealth and fame…The maxims of 
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 ‘poor Richard’ exactly suited my sentiments. I read the book again and again, and 
 wondered if I might not do something in the same line by similar means.81    
  

 Another well-known man influenced by Franklin was Andrew Carnegie who 

devoted money to the building and stocking of public libraries throughout the United 

States. Franklin has been credited with starting the first public library in the Quaker town 

of Philadelphia. Franklin and his fellow Junto members named it the Library Company of 

Philadelphia. This original library exists today and contains some of its original 

manuscripts.82 During the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt called him 

“an inspiration to every American citizen.”83  As a tribute to Franklin’s influence, Mellon 

had a statue of Franklin placed in front of his bank. Later, the industrialist distributed a 

thousand copies of the Autobiography to those who came seeking his advice. 

 The Autobiography stands as a source for much of what we know about 

Franklin’s life, especially the younger years. Edmund S. Morgan remarks that the 

Autobiography “is a work of art, but it conveys the image of a man who is partly real and 

partly someone that Franklin would like his son (and perhaps others) to admire and 

emulate.”84  

 Days before his death on April 17, 1790, Franklin wrote the last paragraph of his 

memoirs. The manuscript is written in a manner that suggests Franklin was in bed. The 

Autobiography records Benjamin Franklin’s life to1758, the year he returned to England. 

It does not record the last 32 years of Franklin’s life and career. 
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 The Autobiography was Franklin’s major attempt to shape an image of himself for 

the public. But, during the last decades of his life, he seized various opportunities to 

refine his image-first, as a diplomat in Paris, and, second, as a senior statesman back 

home in America.  

 In August, 1767, Franklin left London and traveled to France. He was “feted as a 

celebrity.”85 He was invited to Versailles where he met King Louis XV and Queen 

M The next time Franklin set foot in France, it was 1776. He was not on a holiday, 

he “was chosen, by a congressional committee acting in great secrecy, to embark on the 

most dangerous, complex, and fascinating of all his public missions.”

arie. 

                                                

86 Much had 

happened in Franklin’s life since his last visit to France in 1769. He had begun the 

writing of his memoirs, he had lost his job as Postmaster, which he had held for twenty-

three years, his wife, Deborah, had died, and he had returned to Philadelphia. During his 

seventeen months home, he won an election to the Second Continental Congress where 

he placed his signature on the Declaration of Independence. 

 As envoy in Paris, Franklin’s job was to convince France to join the war as 

America’s ally and to procure money and arms from the French government. “Into his 

hands, almost as much as those of Washington and others, had been placed the fate of the 

Revolution.”87 Accompanying him would be his two grandsons: Temple, who would act 

as his secretary, and Benjamin Franklin Bache, who was seven years old and would 

attend school overseas. Three males, aged 70, 17, and 7 years of age, set sail on October 
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27, 1776 aboard the American warship, Reprisal. This would be Franklin’s fourth 

overseas trip.  The voyage was not devoid of danger: a war was going on! It would be 

nearly nine years until they were back on American soil. 

 Once word spread that Franklin was leaving Philadelphia once again, the rumors 

and suspicions soon followed. Some thought he was escaping the war.  His friend 

Edmund Burke, the pro-American philosopher and member of Parliament, defended 

Franklin’s journey. “I will never believe,’ he said, ‘that he is going to conclude a long 

life, which has brightened every hour it continued, with so foul and dishonorable 

flight.”88  

 For weeks, Franklin had been making small purchases of supplies for the voyage 

so as not to arouse suspicion with a large order. To further confuse the spies that were 

around, he and his grandsons took off in a coach on the ruse that they were going on a 

picnic. Instead, the coach took them to a spot where the Reprisal was waiting. Franklin 

had received another chance to live overseas; this time in Paris not London. “That he took 

the voyage says a great deal about Franklin’s anger and his determination to defeat the 

British.”89 If the ship fell into enemy hands (the English), Franklin could be charged with 

treason. 

 During the thirty days of a rough crossing, Franklin suffered from his chronic 

health problems while boils and rashes covered his body. He was no longer a young man 

but a 70-year-old grandfather who should have been enjoying his retirement curled up in 

front of his Pennsylvania fireplace. Instead, he had embarked on a secret mission to enlist 
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France’s aid in fighting England. To everyone else, he said he was traveling to France to 

live out his days, reading and experimenting. 

 No one was on hand to greet Franklin as he came ashore, wet and miserable, at 

Auray. The letters announcing his arrival lay at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. The 

ship carrying the official papers had capsized. Hoping for a few days to rest and 

recuperate from the voyage, Franklin was soon disappointed. The world’s most famous 

American was in France and the French were enamored of him. Isaacson observes: 

 For more than eight years he would play his roles to the hilt. In a clever and 
 deliberate manner, leavened by the wit and joie de vivre the French so adored, he 
 would cast the American cause, through his own personification of it, as that of 
 the natural state fighting the corrupted one, the enlightened state fighting the 
 irrational old order.90 
  
 Morgan writes: “In France, he encountered something new: a public adulation 

unlike anything he had ever before experienced or expected.”91 During his previous two 

trips to Paris, Franklin had made many friends. His lightning experiments had been 

duplicated and proven in France in 1752. He was only one of eight foreigners to be 

elected to the French Royal Academy of Science in 1772. He had been presented at the 

court of King Louis XV. His name had appeared in French print numerous times over the 

years. The French were ready to embrace this scientist from the six-month-old country of 

America.  

 In A Great Improvisation:Franklin, France, and the Birth of America (2005), 

Stacy Schiff notes: “Such fervor did Franklin’s excite that a young rake was said to have 

managed a difficult seduction in the last days of 1776 by dressing as a Quaker and 
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announcing himself, to a woman who read and dreamed only of America, as an apostle of 

liberty. His humiliated victim was advised to retreat to a convent and to steer clear of 

newly arrived Philadelphians.”92 

 Franklin was ready for the French even if his body was still suffering from the 

Atlantic voyage. Arriving in Versailles, he was greeted by Silas Deane, the first 

American commissioner in Paris. Deane had been in France since July 7, 1776. They 

would be shortly be joined by a third envoy, Arthur Lee. Originally, Thomas Jefferson 

was slated for the third spot, but his pregnant wife’s frail health prevented him from 

accepting the posting. 

 Franklin arrived wearing a fur hat that kept his head warm during the wintery 

voyage. It was cold in Paris and no doubt the hat kept him as warm as it did on the trip 

over so he kept wearing it. Some suggest it might have been a prevention measure to the 

itching his skin condition caused. The French loved the marten cap. They instantly 

assumed that since he was from Pennsylvania he was a Quaker. Quakers were very 

fashionable in France.  One cleric reported of Franklin: 

 This Quaker wears the full dress of his sect. He has a handsome physiognomy, 
 glasses always on his eyes, very little hair, a fur cap, which he always wears.93 
 
 As Franklin realized the attention his appearance and clothes garnered, he left the 

wigs and suits he had packed for the trip in his trunks. Everything about him was copied. 

His likeness showed up on every conceivable surface, even the bottoms of chamber pots. 

“The plumed hairdresses that were the order of the day in December inevitably yielded to 
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the coiffure a’ la Franklin, in which every effort was made to sculpt hair into the shape of 

a backwoods hat.”94  

  Wood observes, “Franklin’s genius was to understand how the French saw him 

and to exploit that image on behalf of the American cause.”95 Isaacson also agrees with 

that observation: “Indeed, his new rustic look was partly a pose, the clever creation of 

America’s first great image-maker and public relations master.”96 Carl Van Doren, in his 

book, Benjamin Franklin, (1938), also concurs: “When the French delightfully took the 

cap for some kind of badge of transatlantic philosophy, he went on wearing it, even in 

Paris, for a time and for particular occasions.”97John G. Cawelti, author of Apostles of the 

Self-Made Man (1965), notes, “By wearing the dress of an ordinary man, Franklin 

implied that he was to be judged solely on the basis of his achievements, his ability, and 

his individual character.”98 One can just imagine Franklin in his drab, woodsy garb 

amongst the lace-encrusted French.  He would definitely garner attention as the ugly 

duckling in a flock of swans. 

 On March 20, 1778, King Louis XVI officially met with the American delegation. 

Franklin’s costume consisted of a new suit, no wig or sword, and a white tricorner hat 

tucked under his arm. It was seen by the French as a symbol of purity of liberty. It was 

just the image he wanted to portray.   
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 In April, 1778, John Adams arrived in Paris to take over the post from Deane. 

Adams was almost the complete opposite of Franklin. He had never been to a foreign 

country, he barely spoke French, he had never met royalty, and he had never been in a 

city bigger than Philadelphia. When he did get to know the world of the French, he did 

not like it. And, he did not particularly like Franklin. Isaacson notes: 

 Most of Adams’s resentments were occasioned by ill-disguised jealousy at being 
 overshadowed. Franklin had a ‘monopoly of reputation here and an indecency in 
 displaying it,’ Adams complained to a friend after a few months in Paris…Despite 
 their personal friction, Adams and Franklin were bound together by their shared 
 patriotism and their ardor for America’s independence.99 
 

 Matters were no better when Franklin was named minister plenipotentiary. Adams 

had previously petitioned Congress to name him as the sole ambassador to France. He 

soon left France, although he would return a few months later. After angering Vergennes, 

the French foreign minister, Adams was banned from the French court.  

 Thomas Jefferson arrived in Paris almost one year before Franklin would leave 

France for his final voyage home. He was there to aid Adams and Franklin in negotiating 

treaties with other European countries. Joining him were John Jay and Henry Laurens. 

Jefferson’s opinions of Franklin were in complete opposition to the ones held by Adams. 

“When word spread, a few months later, that he was being tapped to replace Franklin, 

Jefferson gave his famed reply, ‘No one can replace him, Sir, I am only his 

successor.’”100 
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 Franklin could now put thoughts of war behind him and focus on the peace ahead. 

In May 1785, he received permission from Congress to leave France. The big question 

remained: where to go? By now, he had only resided in Philadelphia 3 ½ years out of the 

last twenty-seven spent abroad. He had been in France for the past eight years. On July 

24, he landed in England. He was on his way home. In viewing Franklin’s Paris years, 

Wood comments: 

 When Franklin told Congress that America’s connection with France was what 
 gave the United States weight with England and the respect of Europe, he might 
 have added that he, Franklin, was the person who stood for America, and it was 
 his personal connection to France that really counted in the Franco-American 
 relationship. If Washington was indispensable to the success of the Revolution in 
 America, Franklin was indispensable to the success of the Revolution abroad.101   
  

 September 14, 1785 the ship bearing Franklin sailed into Philadelphia. The town 

had turned out to welcome him home. News of his arrival had preceded him. Franklin 

had somewhat feared the homecoming. Knowing the views of Adams and others, 

Franklin also heard the rumors that many believed he was more loyal to France than 

America. Before he left France, he had requested that his fellow commissioners write 

letters in his support. The Philadelphians’ welcome would dispel some of his concerns. In 

a letter to John Jay, a week later, he wrote, “The affectionate welcome I met with from 

my fellow-citizens was far beyond my expectation.”102 

 The show of support did not end at the waterfront. In a matter of days, Franklin 

was soon elected to a three-year term on the state’s Executive Council. He was also 

elected to the position of president (governor) of Pennsylvania. He was seventy-nine 
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years old. Ill health, once again, soon overcame Franklin. Gout and bladder or kidney 

stones continued to plague him. Somehow, during the voyage home, he had enjoyed a 

respite from his ailments. The Executive Council met every weekday, but Franklin was 

present only about one day in six.103 He subsequently was elected to two more terms as 

president. The Pennsylvania Constitution prohibited a fourth term. The elections help 

ease Franklin’s feelings of insecurity. “’You see,’ he admitted, ‘that old as I am, I am not 

yet grown insensible, with respects to Reputation.’”104 

 The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, had some serious flaws. Congress 

did not have much power, except in the areas of military and foreign affairs. Now that the 

Revolutionary War was over, Congress had lost much of its importance. States were 

enjoying their independence from one another. New states were proposed. One in 

particular was first named Franklin and later changed to Tennessee.105 Shay’s Rebellion 

in western Massachusetts  was the final straw for these American leaders who believed 

that a stronger national government was imperative if the young nation was to survive. 

 Congress authorized a special committee to be assembled with the express duty of 

improving the Articles of Confederation. The ensuing convention, which soon became 

the Constitutional Convention, was held in Philadelphia during the hot summer months of 

1787 in the utmost secrecy. Franklin was not among the delegates first chosen by 

Philadelphia. He felt his ill health would prevent his attendance. He was added to the 

ensemble on March 28. Altogether, fifty-five delegates from twelve states (Rhode Island 
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refused to participate) gathered at the statehouse. “Many of the original signers of the 

Declaration of Independence would not attend. Some were dead, others too old; Jefferson 

was in Paris: Adams in London.”106 Franklin, at 81 years, was the oldest delegate while 

the youngest was Charles Pinckney at 29. The average (mean) age of the men was 40 ½ 

years, exactly half of Franklin’s age.107 Several resources give conflicting ages. 

 As the oldest delegate, the honor of nominating Washington as president of the 

convention, was accorded to Franklin. But a heavy rain and ill health prevented him from 

attending that day. “Instead, the Pennsylvania delegation as a whole nominated 

Washington, which, James Madison noted, was an act of ‘particular grace, as Doctor 

Franklin alone could have been thought of as a competitor.’”108 

 Of the delegates, thirty-four were lawyers and ten were planters. Franklin, alone, 

represented the skilled working class. Over one-half of the attendees were college 

graduates. The oldest delegate, Franklin, was the least educated.  But no one came close 

to matching Franklin’s travel experiences. Franklin had also participated in signing the 

last four important documents: The Declaration of Independence (1776), Treaty of 

Alliance (1778), Treaty of Paris (1783), and the Constitution (1787). In writing about the 

Constitutional Convention, William George Carr, author of The Oldest Delegate: 

Franklin in the Constitutional Convention (1990), notes, “Franklin, from the very onset 
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of the convention, personified the spirit of goodwill that was essential to avoid the 

collapse of the entire effort.”109   

 Most of the delegates knew only the reputation of Franklin, not the man. He wrote 

out his speeches, when he had more than a few words to say, and then had someone else 

read them. Standing was very painful for him. It appears that Franklin’s main task during 

the sessions was to mediate and offer compromises. The problem that threatened to break 

the convention was the issue of proportional representation in Congress versus equal 

votes for each state. When presenting his speech calling for a compromise, Franklin 

commented: 

 When a broad table is to be made, and the edges of planks do not fit, the artist 
 takes a little from both and makes a good joint. In like manner here both sides 
 must part with some of their demands in order that they may join in some 
 accommodating proposition.110 
 

 Being the elder statesman, Franklin assumed the role of conciliator over the 

proceedings. His years of diplomatic service were a big benefit in soothing ruffled 

feathers during the hot summer months. He began his major conciliatory speech by first 

commending everyone present. As Poor Richard would say, “A spoonful of Honey will 

catch more Flies than a Gallon of Vinegar.”  

 The Convention adjourned in September. The new Constitution was ratified by 

two-thirds of the states a few months later. Some of the credit for its ratification certainly 

belongs to Franklin, because he lent his prestige to the new frame of government and had 
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played a key role in preventing the convention from breaking up. The role of “senior 

statesman” was his last image- and perhaps his most enduring one. 

 

Conclusion: Benjamin Franklin’s Continuing Influence  

 Almost fifty years after the publication of Franklin’s Autobiography, a possible 

successor to the “rags-to-riches” story was conceived by Horatio Alger Jr. In his Ragged 

Dick series and others published during the late nineteenth century, he outlined for young 

people the path to success. The theme focuses on how to reach positions of prominence 

even if one is born of humble beginnings.  

 “From the very beginning of his career, the Alger boy demonstrates an astounding 

propensity for chance encounters with benevolent and useful friends, and his success is 

largely due to their patronage.”111 Benjamin, in writing his memoirs, lists many of his 

own patrons: William Bradford, Thomas Denham, Mr. Meredith, Andrew Hamilton, and 

others. In a way, Sir William Keith, was also a patron. But one who could not fulfill his 

monetary promise to Benjamin. “Franklin’s patrons supported him in a variety of ways, 

lending money, inviting him to their homes, introducing him to others, becoming his 

‘friends,’ which was the common euphemism of the day for patron-client relations.”112 

 The overriding similarity between the writings of Franklin and Alger is the value 

of self-improvement. Franklin lists his twelve virtues and keeps a tally of his progress in 

mastering them. He focused on ones that would help him be successful in the world. 

                                                 
111 Cawelti, 109. 
112 Wood, 27. 
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Alger, in his writing, gives advice: “Far more important are those qualities of character 

and intellect which make the hero a good employee and a reputable member of middle-

class society.”113 He then lists the qualities and items his literary characters need. He 

notes that a good suit and mathematical ability are necessary possessions. Franklin 

advocates a young person should work hard, be frugal, and become an owner or partner 

in a business of his own, whereas the Alger boys aim only for moderate economic 

security. 

 Alger’s characters encounter unscrupulous people who usually try to take 

advantage of these unsuspecting boys. The heroes’ sterling qualities and a benevolent 

“father figure” saves them from impending doom. This parallels Franklin’s relationship 

with Denham. The Alger tales, while not identical to Franklin’s Autobiography, 

demonstrate the popularity of the self-improvement ideology in American popular culture 

long after Franklin’s death. Franklin’s role in shaping that ideology is one of the many 

aspects of his life that continues to intrigue scholars. 

 Within the past six years, seven books have been published by historians and 

other writers that examine and attempt to scratch the many layers that coat Benjamin 

Franklin. While most of the authors have managed to peel away a few layers, they find 

themselves confronted by yet another one. When it came to masks and masquerades, 

Franklin had no rival. This raises the question- what or who was the true inner man?  

 Franklin’s memoirs give a glimpse into the man Franklin but it is important to 

remember that it is a story written by Franklin himself. When it came to promoting 

                                                 
113 Cawelti,117. 

 



36 

 

himself and portraying a certain image, Franklin was the master. In this respect, Franklin 

was a pioneering figure in the fine art of image creation, as Boorstin discusses at length 

in his book The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America. He had others voice his 

ideas or suggestions so as not to appear superior. After the idea or suggestion was 

accepted, then he claimed authorship.  

  Franklin earned the right to feel superior. He dined with kings and queens. 

Scholarly and scientific men sought his wisdom. Women craved his attention and 

 company. But, the number one claim that Franklin has that no other man will ever 

possess is the honor of putting his signature to four of the most sacred American 

documents: the Declaration of Independence, The Alliance Treaty, The Treaty of Paris, 

and the Constitution.  

 Contemporary and future historians will continue to write of this fascinating and 

intriguing American. Someday, someone may finally penetrate to the inner core of 

Franklin. If so, then the question will be…will people want to know the real Franklin or 

will they be content with the self-created image and magic that envelopes him? 

 



 

 

LESSON PLAN  

 The topic of the following lesson plan is Benjamin Franklin and the roles he 

played during the birth of our nation, especially during and after the American 

Revolution. There will be one theme, “individual people can make a difference,” that will 

be woven throughout the five-day lesson plan.  

 The five lessons are developed for a fifth-grade History-Social Studies class. 

Lessons range in duration from sixty to ninety minutes. The suggested timetable for Ben 

and Me can be adjusted as needed. The story does not need to be only read during the 

History-Social Studies time slot.  

 

Prior Content Knowledge and Skills 

1. Students have studied the founding and settling of the thirteen colonies. 

2. Students have knowledge of the purpose of the English trade laws limiting free 

enterprise in the colonies. 

3. Students understand the economy of each colony is dependent on available 

resources. 

4. Students have knowledge of the role of colonial governors and local government 

in the thirteen colonies.  

5. Students have knowledge how Americans began to protest against English rule.
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6. Students understand the steps to take to make decisions. 

7. Students understand how to express their opinions. 

8. Students understand about primary and secondary sources. 

9. Students can use a dictionary. 

 

California State Standards: 
 

 
5.5 Students explain the causes of the American Revolution. 

  
1. Understand how political, religious, and economic ideas and interests brought 

about the Revolution (e.g., resistance to imperial policy, the Stamp Act, the 

Townsend Acts, taxes on tea, Coercive Acts). 

2. Know the significance of the first and second Continental Congresses and of 

the Committees of Correspondence. 

3. Understand the people and the events associated with the drafting and signing 

of the Declaration of Independence and the document’s significance, 

including the key political concepts it embodies, the origins of those concepts, 

and its role in severing ties with Great Britain. 

4. Describe the views, lives, and impact of key individuals during this period 

(e.g., King George III, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 

Benjamin Franklin, John Adams). 

 
5.6 Students understand the course and consequences of the American Revolution. 
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1. Identify and map the major military battles, campaigns, and turning points of 

the Revolutionary War, the roles of the American and British leaders, and the 

Indian leaders’ alliances on both sides. 

2. Describe the contributions of France and other nations and of individuals to 

the outcome of the Revolution (e.g., Benjamin Franklin’s negotiations with 

the French, the French navy, The Treaty of Paris, The Netherlands, Russia, 

The Marquis Marie Joseph de Lafayette, Tadeusz Ko’sciuszko, Baron 

Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben).

3. Understand the personal impact and economic hardship of the war on families, 

problems of financing the war, wartime inflation, and laws against hoarding 

goods and materials and profiteering. 

5.7 Students describe the people and events associated with the development of the U.S. 

Constitution and analyze the Constitution’s significance as the foundation of the 

American republic. 

3. Understand the fundamental principles of American constitutional democracy, 

including how the government derives its power from the people and the 

primacy of individual liberty.  

4. Understand how the Constitution is designed to secure our liberty by both 

empowering and limiting central government and compare the powers granted 

to citizens, Congress, the president, and the Supreme Court with those 

reserved to the states. 
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5. Discuss the meaning of the creed that calls on citizens to safeguard the liberty 

of individual Americans within a unified nation, to respect the rule of the law, 

and to preserve the Constitution. 

 

National Standards for Civics and Government 

 

I.A.1 Explain the essential ideas of American constitutional government as expressed in 

the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and other writings. 

II.C.1 Explain the importance of shared political values and principles to American 

society. 

II.D.1 Explain the meaning and importance of the fundamental values and principles of 

American constitutional democracy. Identify fundamental values and principles as 

expressed in basic documents (e.g., Declaration of Independence and U.S. Constitution). 

I.A.2 Evaluate, take, and defend positions on why government is necessary and the 

purposes government should serve. 

II.A.1 Explain the essential ideas of American constitutional government.

 
 

 

 

 



 

LESSON PLAN CONTENT 

 To begin the introductory lesson of the Benjamin Franklin Unit, each student is 

given a copy of the front of a one hundred dollar bill. A reasonable facsimile can be 

found at : http://www.geocities.com/bioelectrochemistry/franklin.html?200611 To add to 

the effect, the bill can be photocopied onto green paper. To aid in the identification, each 

table group receives a color reproduction of a painting of Benjamin Franklin. An 

additional copy is displayed on the overhead projector. An appropriate one can be found 

at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Benjamin_Franklin_by_Jean-Baptiste_Greuze.jpg 

Students are asked to identify portrayed person. After positive identification, teacher 

moves to a piece of chart paper divided into three equal sections. The sections are 

labeled: What we already know, What we want to know, and What we’ve learned. 

Teacher writes Benjamin Franklin at the top, above the three headings. Students 

brainstorm everything they know about Franklin and teacher writes it under the first 

heading. Students then brainstorm what they would like to learn about Franklin and 

teacher lists those comments under the second heading. Teacher can supplement the 

second list with some of the subjects she knows the class will be learning about Franklin. 

Information is added to the third column at the end of each daily lesson. It is not 

completed until the end of the Franklin unit of study. 
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 The day’s lesson will conclude with the teacher reading aloud the first three 

chapters of Ben and Me: a New and Astonishing Life of Benjamin Franklin as Written by 

his Good Mouse Amos by Robert Lawson.  

 

Background Information for Today’s Reading 

 

 Benjamin was born on January 17, 1706 in Boston, Massachusetts to Josiah and 

Abiah Franklin. He was the fifteenth child and tenth son out of seventeen children. 

Benjamin was to receive only two years of formal schooling. This was the norm for 

colonial children of the 1700’s.He is apprenticed at age 12, to his half-brother, James, to 

work in his printing shop. Benjamin signed indenture papers that had a term of nine 

years. On his twenty-first birthday, Benjamin would receive his freedom and a new suit. 

James founded the newspaper, The New England Courant in 1721.  

 Soon, James Franklin is in trouble for criticizing the colony’s government. He is 

banned from publishing. To continue printing his paper, James revoked Benjamin’s 

indenture papers and put Benjamin’s name on the masthead of the newspaper. Secretly, 

he had Benjamin sign a paper stating that the indenture papers were still in effect. 

Benjamin found he had a knack for writing.  James wanted back control of his paper and 

his brother’s indenture. No one else knew of the secret arrangement so Benjamin called 

his brother’s bluff. He knew his brother could be jailed if he made his plan public. 

Benjamin tried to find work with other Boston printers but his brother had spread false 

rumors about him Benjamin decides it’s time to leave his birthplace, Boston. 
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 At age sixteen, Benjamin runs away to New York and then to Philadelphia where 

he finds employment with Samuel Keimer. Ben soon came to the attention of the 

governor, Sir William Keith. Keith promises to set young Franklin up in a printing shop 

of his own. Ben sails off to London to procure printing supplies. Soon after landing in 

London, Benjamin realizes that the governor had not sent letters of credit and none would 

be on their way. Franklin is alone, broke, and without a job. Resourceful as he is, he soon 

has a printing job, friends, and a new patron, Thomas Denham. 

 In July, 1726, Benjamin sails back to Philadelphia to work in a store set up by 

Denham. He soon realizes that he enjoys selling. Once again, Benjamin is out of work 

when Denham unexpectedly dies. Benjamin goes back to work for his old boss, Keimer.  

 After working for some time, a fellow worker, Hugh Meredith, and Benjamin 

begin their own printing shop. Two years later, Benjamin borrows money to become the 

sole proprietor. In 1729, he begins publication of   The Pennsylvania Gazette. He does it 

all: reporter, editor, typesetter, and business manager. 

 September 1, 1730, Franklin enters into a common-law marriage with Deborah 

Read. They have two children: Francis, who dies of smallpox at age four years and Sarah, 

who is nicknamed Sally. Franklin also has an illegitimate son, William. 

 By the end of the first three chapters of Ben and Me, the year is 1745. Franklin is 

now thirty-six years old. Sally is two years old. Francis has been gone for nine years. The 

family is residing above the printing house. Franklin has been postmaster of Pennsylvania 

for the past eight years. For the past thirteen years, he has been publishing Poor 

Richard’s Almanack. The year 1745 is the year he began his electricity experiments.  
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 There are some inconsistencies with the book. Franklin’s design of The 

Pennsylvania or Franklin Stove was first published in 1740.  Franklin did not become 

“Doctor Franklin” until he received an honorary degree of laws from the University of St. 

Andrews. 

 Lesson two is an activity that focuses on Poor Richard’s maxims. They are also 

called proverbs, sayings, and aphorisms. Teacher prepares for the lesson by writing a 

different one of the sayings at the top of sheets of chart paper. Each group of 3-4 students 

receives a sheet. Each group has a different color of marking pen. The groups now have 

one minute to write all the words that they can brainstorm that pertains to the maxim. 

After one minute, the sheet is passed to another group. The sheets circulate until all 

groups have responded to them. After the third turn, extra time needs to be given for 

groups to brainstorm. The sheets are then passed a final time to their original group. The 

original group circles three words or terms that they could use in rewriting the maxim. 

Group then submits a reworded maxim. Lists of maxims by Poor Richard can be found 

at: http://sln.fi.edu/franklin/printer/abc.html or 

http://www.ushistory.org/franklin/quotable/singlehtml.htm 

 The lesson concludes with the teacher reading aloud chapters 4-6 in Ben and Me. 

 

Background Information For Today’s Reading 

 

 Benjamin began swimming at the age of seven. He taught himself after reading a 

book on the subject. Throughout his life, he remained an avid swimmer. While in 

 

http://sln.fi.edu/franklin/printer/abc.html
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London, he swam in the Thames River.  In 1736, Franklin organized the Union Fire 

Company, the first all-volunteer fire company. He proposed a group of men meet 

monthly to discuss mathematics, botany, chemistry, and philosophy. The organization 

was named the American Philosophical Society. It is still in existence. Franklin used 

various electrical apparatus for his famed experiments, including Leyden jars. They were 

used to increase the amount of static electricity. 

 Franklin’s occupation was that of a printer. For twenty-six years, he annually 

published an almanac.  Poor Richard’s Almanack contained tide tables, weather 

predictions, and maxims. 

 To begin the third lesson, the teacher will show parts from the Walt Disney video 

National Treasure. Appropriate scenes would be those that depict the National Archives 

building where the Declaration of Independence is on display. According to the film 

director, the set is accurate. Other appropriate scenes are location shots from Philadelphia 

and Washington, DC. According to the storyline, there is an invisible map on the back of 

the document. The National Archives has a photograph of the back of the Declaration of 

Independence. It can be viewed at: http://www.archives.gov/national-archives-

experience/charters/treasure/back_of_declaratio... 

 Teacher will distribute a transcription of the Declaration of Independence to each 

student. A complete transcription can be found at: http://www.archives.gov/national-

archives-experience/charters/print_friendly.html?page=d... There are also copies of the 

original documents for students to hold and see the actual size and handwriting. Teacher 

and students will read through the document.  Teacher will stop and pronounce difficult 

 

http://www.archives.gov/national-archives-experience/charters/treasure/back_of_declaratio
http://www.archives.gov/national-archives-experience/charters/treasure/back_of_declaratio
http://www.archives.gov/national-archives-experience/charters/print_friendly.html?page=d
http://www.archives.gov/national-archives-experience/charters/print_friendly.html?page=d
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words. Teacher then splits the section on the grievances against King George III so that 

each child has equal number of sentences to read. They practice their sentences. They do 

not memorize them but should be able to read them fluently. After a complete reading of 

the document, the class creates a large chart of the grievances against the King. The 

grievances should be in their own words when possible. This is a document that needs to 

be read. The day’s lesson concludes with a reading of chapters 7-9. 

 

Background Information for Today’s Reading 

 

 Franklin did invent the lightning rod. In October, 1753, he described them in Poor 

Richard’s Almanack. There is much debate about the kite and electricity experiment that 

took place in 1752. But, from the knowledge gained that day, Franklin was able to invent 

the lightning rod. There is accounts of young Franklin swimming and being pulled along 

with the aid of a kite.  

 . England did invoke a tax on the colonists with the passing of the Stamp Act in 

1765. In 1766, Franklin spoke before Parliament. The Act was repealed. There are many 

accounts and writings of the scientific observations and experiments that Franklin 

conducted on his numerous voyages. 

 The Battle of Lexington did start the American Revolution on April 19, 1775. 

Franklin would return from London two weeks later. Soon after his return, Franklin was 

appointed to the Second Continental Congress. At age 69, he was the oldest delegate. 

Five members were chosen to prepare a document which was later known as the 
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Declaration of Independence. They were Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, John 

R. Livingston, and Roger Sherman. On July 4, 1776, the twelve colonies represented at 

the Congress, approved the document. New York would approve on July 9. Fifty-six men 

signed the parchment. There were loud celebrations when the Declaration of 

Independence was read outside Pennsylvania’s statehouse.  

 Lesson 4 consists of viewing the Great Seal of the United States and having 

students create their own seal. An image of the Great Seal can be downloaded from: 

http://en.wikipedis.org/wiki/Image:Great_Seal_of_the_us.png  Students will be instructed 

on the six components of their seal. An animal, halo, motto, tools (held or by the animal), 

and shield comprise the seal. Teacher supplies an appropriate-sized white construction 

paper circle to each student. The lesson will conclude with a reading of chapters10-12. 

 

Background Information for Today’s Readings 

 

 At the age of 70, Franklin was sent by the Second Continental Congress to 

procure funds and support from Trance. He did sail on the Reprisal. Arriving in France, 

Dr. Franklin was an international celebrity. Scientists and learned men flocked to talk to 

him. French women wore their hair piled onto the tops of their heads in a style similar to 

the fur cap Franklin wore. Franklin rented part of a manor outside the village of Passy. 

Spies were everywhere. Franklin did often dine at the homes of Madame Helvetius and 

Madame Brillon. Madame Helvetius had a menagerie, most of whom lived in her house. 

 

http://en.wikipedis.org/wiki/Image:Great_Seal_of_the_us.png
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 The American Revolution ended on October 17, 1781 with the surrender of Lord 

Cornwallis. Franklin next job was to negotiate the Treaty of Paris. During Franklin’s final 

days in France, Thomas Jefferson joined him. John Paul Jones, aboard the Bohomme 

Richard, defeated the British ship Serapis.  

 The Constitution is the focus of the fifth day’s lesson. A copy of the Preamble is 

passed out to each student. Copies can be found at 

http://www.constitutioncenter.org/explore  Read the preamble aloud to the students. 

Discuss what a preamble is.  Have a life-sized copy of the Constitution for viewing. 

Working with a partner, students write what they think each section of the Preamble 

means. They can use dictionaries to look up unfamiliar words. When they’re done, the 

class comes together and discusses their findings. Conclude the day’s lesson with the 

remainder of Ben and Me.  

 

Background Information for Today’s Reading 

 

 The town of Philadelphia did hold a big celebration on the arrival home of Dr. 

Franklin. There was cannon fire and cheering crowds. Franklin turned eighty on his next 

birthday. He would live to see four more birthdays.  Before he would do that, he needed 

to help with the drafting of the Constitution. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.constitutioncenter.org/explore
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Assessments 

 

 Completion of the daily assignments would comprise the first part of the 

assessment. The second part would consist of a writing assessment called “Three, two, 

one.” Students will write about three things they learned during the Unit. They will write 

about two things from the Unit that they would like to know more about. They will then 

write about one thing that they will never forget that they learned from the Unit. 
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