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His Autobiography
ON E  of the m ost in teresting autobiographies the 

world has ever known, a classic in Am erican litera­
tu re, read and loved alike in every land, was w ritten  by 
Benjam in Franklin . H ere as nowhere else is revealed the 
personality of this g reat Am erican— his industry  and his 
ingenuity; his vision and his practicality ; his shrewd 
understanding of hum an natu re ; his in terest in all things, both great and small.

F ranklin  began w riting his autob iography in 1771, 
when in England, in the form of a le tte r to  his son. 
Urged by his friends to continue the  sto ry  of his life for 
the sake of posterity , he added to it from tim e to time, 
w riting the la tte r  pa rt in Philadelphia a year or two before 
he died. B ut the narrative, b rought down to  1757, covers 
only fifty-one years of F ran k lin ’s long life. T he rem aining 
years of his life, the years of his statesm anship  and 
diplom acy, when he labored in behalf of A m erican in­
dependence and the  foundation of A m erican govern­
m ent, are no t touched upon.

I t  m ay be th a t Franklin  purposely om itted recount­
ing the  sto ry  of his g reat influence and accom plishm ent 
both a t home and abroad. How he struggled and labored 
and rose to  this position of honor was of more in terest
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“A  penny saved is Twopence clear.A pin a day is a groat a year.”
to  him. H e was first and last a  self-made Am erican, and 
th is he m akes known in his A utobiography.

Boston
A good deal more than  two centuries ago, on Sunday, 

Jan u ary  17, 1706, a  boy was born in a little  fram e 
house on M ilk S treet in Boston. T he same afternoon he 
was taken to  the Old South M eeting House, ju s t across 
the street, where he was christened Benjam in Franklin . 
His parents, Josiah and Abiah F ranklin, were scarcely 
aware th a t  an illustrious nam e had been added to  history, 
th a t  their son would become A m erica’s first g reat scien­
tist, philosopher, and statesm an. T hey  knew only th a t  
there was another child in an  already num erous fam ily 
to feed and clothe. B enjam in was the fifteenth of seven­
teen children, the ten th  and youngest son of Josiah 
Franklin.

T h rif t and frugality  were w atchw ords of th is New 
England household, and the child Benjam in soon ex­
perienced a  lesson in wise spending which he was never 
to  forget. M any years afterw ards, when an old m an, he 
recounted the sto ry  in a charm ing little  essay called 
“T he W histle .” He was seven years old and had been 
given a  few pennies which he hastened to  spend— all of 
them — on a  whistle. W hen his paren ts saw how trifling 
was the  whistle, they reproached the  boy and laughed a t 
him  and told him  he had paid four tim es its  value. The 
lesson w ent very  deep and B enjam in resolved never 
again to  “give too much for the w histle.”

Looked upon as a  tithe , the  ten th  F ranklin  son was 
destined for the m inistry  and was sent to  gram m ar
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“R  eading makes a full man—meditationa profound man—discourse a clear man.”
school a t the age of eight, b u t the hard-w orking father 
soon became aw are th a t he could not afford the cost of 
the necessary college education, and Benjam in was 
transferred to a  school for w riting and arithm etic . W hen 
ten years old, he left school entirely in order to  help his 
fa ther in his candle and soap shop. B u t he found it very 
irksome to  cu t wicks and dip molds and run errands, and 
th reatened  to  run aw ay to sea, as an older b ro ther had 
done. He was an active youngster and could outdo all the 
o ther boys in swimm ing and rowing. Even as a child, he 
was an individualist; one of his swimming s tu n ts  was to 
fly a kite, fasten the string to  his w rist, and let the k ite 
pull him through the w ater, while he lay quietly  on his 
back.

One th ing th is boy liked above all else was to  read, 
and th is bookish tendency persuaded his father to m ake 
a p rin ter of him. A t the age of twelve he was apprenticed 
to  his half-brother Jam es, who had a p rin ting  office in 
Boston. T he sto ry  of these apprenticeship days is delight­
fully told in F ran k lin ’s A utobiography. He now had 
access to  more books, as he could borrow them  from 
apprentices of booksellers. Often he sa t up m ost of the 
night so th a t he could re turn  the book in the morning. 
T hen his ingenuity  devised a  plan w hereby he could buy 
a few books and also have more tim e for reading. He had 
recently decided to become a vegetarian. He proposed 
th a t his b ro ther give him weekly half the m oney he 
paid for his board, and th a t he, Benjam in, would board 
himself. H e found he spen t only half this am ount on his 
simple d iet and w ith the rest he could buy books. Besides, 
he found he had extra  tim e to  read, while the others were 
aw ay a t  their meals.



things are easy to industry,All things are difficult to sloth.”
H e had found arithm etic  difficult for him a t  school; 

now he took an arithm etic  and a geom etry book and 
m astered them  by himself. Likewise he studied English 
gram m ar and next undertook to  im prove his m anner of 
w riting. He happened upon a volume of the Spectator and 
was so delighted with the ease and charm  of the style th a t 
he decided, if possible, to  im ita te  it. A fter m aking note 
of several of the ideas expressed in the book, he set 
himself the task  of discussing and enlarging upon them , 
using his own words, bu t a fter the m anner of Addison 
and Steele. Upon com pletion he com pared his work with 
the original, discovering and correcting his m istakes. 
Finding th a t he needed to increase his vocabulary, he 
tu rned several papers of the Spectator into verse; then 
back in to  prose. Through such self-training and self- 
m astery Benjam in Franklin grew in to greatness.

A bout this tim e Jam es Franklin began to publish a 
new spaper called The New England Courant. Soon articles 
full of sly hum or and wise observations, signed by M rs. 
Silence Dogood, were slipped a t n ight under the door of 
the prin ting  office. T hey were so good th a t they were 
published am id much speculation as to  their authorship. 
B ut B enjam in kep t his secret several m onths, inwardly 
elated th a t his w riting should cause so much com m ent.

In 1722 Jam es Franklin was forbidden by local 
au thorities to publish his newspaper, which now appeared 
under the nam e of Benjam in Franklin. T o accomplish 
th is the apprenticeship agreem ent was publicly cancelled, 
b u t new apprentice papers were secretly m ade by Jam es 
to hold his younger brother. Benjam in was far too in­
telligent to be bound in this way. His b ro ther was



“L ook  before, or you’ll find yourself behind.” “Borrowing makes sorrowing.”

I--------------------

becoming more overbearing and jealous, and Benjam in 
announced th a t  he would work for him no longer. 
Visiting the o ther prin ting-houses in Boston, he found 
th a t his b ro ther had preceded him and persuaded the 
owners no t to  em ploy him. Accordingly Boston lost a 
p rin ter and Philadelphia gained one.

“B. Franklin, Printer”
EV E R Y O N E  knows the sto ry  of F ran k lin ’s p ic tu r­

esque arrival in Philadelphia. He left home secretly 
and w ent by boat to New Y ork where he was unable to 
find work. A storm -tossed voyage to  Philadelphia, and 
the tired, hungry, runaw ay boy, on a bright Sunday 
m orning in October, 1723, arrived in Philadelphia. He 
stopped a t a bakery  and bought three pennies’ w orth of 
bread, which in Boston would have been an ordinary 
am ount, bu t here he was surprised to receive three great 
puffy rolls. W ith a roll under each arm  and eating  the 
th ird , he walked up M arket S treet, greatly  to the am use­
m ent of a young girl s tanding in a doorway, Miss Deborah 
Reed, who seven years la ter was to become his wife.

In Philadelphia Franklin soon found work in a p rin t­
ing office, and was getting  along well when his superior 
knowledge and ability  a ttrac ted  Sir W illiam K eilh, 
G overnor of the Province, who advised the young man 
to  set up business for himself. He w ent so far as to offer 
to finance him and suggested th a t he go to England for 
his p rin ting  equipm ent. F ranklin set sail for London only 
to learn, when far out a t sea, th a t K eith had deceived 
him and had not sent the letters of in troduction and credit 
he had prom ised. Reaching London, he found himself a
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“ J£eep thy Shop, and thy Shop will keep thee.”“Many a Little makes a Mickle.”
second tim e in a strange city , with only a little  money.

B ut Franklin m ade his w ay in London as he had in 
Philadelphia, securing work a t his prin ting  trade and 
gaining all kinds of experience. A fter eighteen m onths he 
returned to Philadelphia, an older and a wiser m an, to 

1 become the clerk of M r. Denham , a m erchant. B ut this
work lasted only six m onths; M r. D enham  died and 
Franklin  returned to  the prin ting  business.

'  Franklin  was tw enty-tw o when he and Hugh M eredith
set up a prin ting  firm on M arket S tree t; two years later 
the partnersh ip  was dissolved and the sign “ B. F ranklin, 
P rin te r” appeared over the door. T he road was far from 
easy, as there were two other prin ting  establishm ents in 
Philadelphia. M any said th a t Franklin  would not be able 
to  m eet the com petition, bu t a friend of his, D r. Baird, 
predicted otherwise. “ For the industry  of th a t F ranklin ,” 
said he, “ is superior to any th ing  I ever saw of the kind;
I see him still a t work when I go home from the Club, and 
he is a t  work again before his neighbors are o u t of bed .” 

* The A utobiography reveals a vivid picture of this quiet
industry . “ I d rest p lain ly ,” w rote Franklin. “ I was seen 

\ a t  no places of idle diversion. I never went ou t a fishing
or shooting . . . and, to  show th a t I was not above 
m y business, I som etim es brought home the paper I 
purchased a t the stores th ro ’ the streets on a wheel­
barrow .”

F rank lin ’s newspaper, “ T he Pennsylvania G aze tte ,” 
was the best in the colonies. Besides the regular news and 
advertisem ents, it contained quain t anecdotes and am us­
ing little  essays which Franklin  could w rite in a style so 
peculiarly his own. T his was an a r t  of his, th a t everything
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“f o r  Age and Want save while you may;No morning Sun lasts a whole Day.”
he wrote was alive w ith good hum or and wise com m ent. 
In fact, he is know n as the first Am erican hum orist.

Poor Richard
MOST prin ters of th a t tim e issued an alm anac as a 

m a tte r  of course, bu t when Franklin  published his i 
Poor Richard's Almanac, he created a character th a t is 
ju st as alive today  as in 1733 when Poor R ichard was 
first introduced. Poor R ichard’s scraps of w it and wisdom, 
scattered  throughout the Alm anac, preaching the gospel 
of th rift and frugality, of work-and-save, seized the 
popular fancy. N ot all the sayings of Poor R ichard were 
original w ith Franklin ; he himself s ta ted  they  were “ the 
wisdom of m any ages and nations.” B ut it was he who 
m ade them  the power of influence in our everyday living.

For tw enty-five years Franklin  published his A l­
m anac, his influence and repu tation  growing with the 
ever-increasing popu larity  of Poor R ichard. In the last 
issue edited by him— th a t of the year 1758— F ranklin  
sum m arized all the best sayings of Poor R ichard in a 
rem arkable preface, which is said to  be the best serm on 
ever preached on industry  and frugality. Popularly  
known as “The W ay to W ea lth ,” it has been translated  
into alm ost every language and has been prin ted  and reprinted again and  again.

Franklin  practised all he preached as to industry  and 
th rift, and a t the age of forty-tw o he was able to  retire 
from active business. T he la tte r  half of his life he devoted 
to public service and the advancem ent of his country . 
B ut he continued alw ays to  th ink  of himself as a prin ter. 
As Poor R ichard says, “ H e th a t hath  a trade, ha th  an 
e s ta te .”
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“B y  Diligence and Patience, theMouse ate in two the Cable.”
The Scientist and the Inventor

W H E N  Franklin  first returned to  Philadelphia from 
London, he organized am ong his friends a social 
and study  circle called the Ju n to  Club, which m et once a 

week to discuss questions of morals, politics, and natural 
philosophy. M any of the subjects presented to the club 
by Franklin  had a scientific bearing: “ How m ay the 
phenom ena of vapors be explained?” and “W hy does the 
flame of a candle tend upw ards in a spire?”

Only to theorize, w ithout any  practical results, was 
not F rank lin ’s way. In 1742, busy though he was w ith 
his prin ting  business, he invented the “ Pennsylvania 
F ireplace,” an open stove, which gave more heat and was 
less wasteful of fuel than a fireplace. I t  was used suc­
cessfully for more than  a century, and in modified form 
it is still used and called the Franklin  stove.

T he sto ry of F rank lin ’s experim ents w ith electricity 
is one of the m ost thrilling and am azing in scientific 
investigation. Here was a retired prin ter of Philadelphia, 
who, casting aside the com plicated form ulas and elabo­
ra te  theories of o ther scientists, proved the id en tity  of 
lightning and electricity , first by observation and simple 
theory, then by actual test w ith his kite. N ext, practical 
as always, he a t  once p u t his discovery to  use and in­
vented the lightning rod, which is to  this day  the best 
protection we have against lightning.

I t  was in 1745 th a t Franklin  first became in terested in 
electrical experim ents. He m aintained th a t  electricity  was 
“ really an elem ent diffused am ong and a ttra c ted  by o ther 
m atter, particu larly  by w ater and m etals.” H e gave to 
the world a simple term inology of the two sta tes of elec-
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“D o s t  thou love Life? Then do not squander Time, for that’s the Stuff Life is made of.”
tricity , the positive and negative, or plus and minus. 
He suggested to  French scientists a m ethod by  which 
lightning could be draw n from clouds by m eans of an 
elevated m etal rod, b u t before he received word th a t this 
had been accomplished in France, he had flown his famous 
kite. I t  was because there was no elevation in Philadel­
phia high enough 'for his experim ent th a t Franklin  con­
ceived the idea of using a kite.

On a Jun e  day  in 1752, a m an and a boy —Benjam in 
F ranklin  and his son— set forth  in to a  sto rm , carry ing a 
kite. T hey  walked to  the  ou tsk irtS 'o fP hiladelph ia  where, 
under the  protection  of an old shed, they  sen t up their 
k ite  in to  the  sto rm y sky. As a black thundercloud sw ept 
across the kite, a key a ttached  to  the  end of the  string  
F ranklin  was holding becam e charged w ith electricity , 
and from the key he found he could charge his Leyden 
ja r , which, a t  th a t  tim e, was the  only known device for 
storing  electricity . T hus did Franklin  actually  prove 
th a t  lightning and electricity  are identical.

F ran k lin ’s fame as a  philosopher and a m an of science 
was soon recognized both a t  home and abroad. He 
received the degree of M aster of A rts from both H arvard  
and Y ale; in 1759 he received an L L .D . from the 
U niversity  of S t. Andrews in Scotland, and later ano ther 
degree from Oxford. A t the  ou tb reak  of the R evolutionary 
W ar, D r. F ranklin  was the best known and m ost re­
nowned Am erican abroad , largely through his scientific 
achievem ents.
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“L ost Time is never found again.”“H e that riseth late must trot all Day.”
T hroughout his life he was always observing and in­

vestigating, collecting facts and w riting his conclusions. 
I t  would be impossible here to recount all the contribu­
tions in original th inking he m ade to this world of ours; a 
few of them  will show the ac tiv ity  of his mind and the 
versatility  of his interest.

Franklin  was the first to discover th a t northeast 
storm s come out of the southw est, proving th a t storm s 
travel in an opposite direction from th a t of the wind. 
He dem onstrated th a t oil on the w ater will quiet the 
waves. H ew as the first to propose daylight-saving time. He 
dem onstrated  the production of cold by evaporation. He 
wrote m any articles on food and diet, em phasizing always 
a  “sparing and simple d ie t.” By m aking tests with various 
colored cloths on snow, on a sunny day, he dem onstrated 
th a t w hite does not a tt ra c t the heat as much as black and 
dark  colors, and recommended w hite clothes for the 
tropics. He was far ahead of his tim e in his theory of 
ventilation, believing th a t the air of a room is poisoned by 
repeated respiration. F ranklin threw  open his bedroom 
windows when everyone else slept with theirs tightly  
closed.

He m ade for his own use the first pair of bifocal 
glasses. H e is believed to have made the first mangle for 
ironing clothes, which, in 1787, he dem onstrated for 
General W ashington according to  the d iary  of the la tte r. 
He invented a musical instrum ent called the harm onica. 
He used a simple b u t effective m ethod to teach the
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“^ ^ h e n  you’re good to others,you are best to yourself.”
Pennsylvania farm ers to  use m ineral fertilizers. “This has 
been p lastered ,” he w rote in letters of plaster on an  open 
field, and these letters soon rose high above the sur­
rounding vegetation . W hile in France he followed closely 

" th e  balloon experim ents. “Of w hat use is a balloon?” 
some one asked in Dr. F rank lin ’s presence. “Of w hat use,” 
he answ ered, “ is a new-born babe?”

He had vision to see the vast progress ahead for his 
country  and for civilization. H e w rote in a le tte r: “ I have 
som etim es alm ost wished it had been m y destiny  to be 
born two or three centuries hence. For invention and 
im provem ent are prolific, and beget more of their kind. 
T he present progress is rapid. M any of great im portance, 
now un thought of, will before th a t period be produced; 
and then I m ight not only enjoy their advan tages bu t 
have m y curiosity gratified in knowing w hat they are 
to be .” How keenly D r. Franklin  would relish this world 
of radio and aeroplane.

The Public Citizen
TO do good to his fellow m an was one of the first 

principles of Benjam in Franklin . In his home city of 
Philadelphia, his undertak ings were progressive as well 
as public-spirited. H ere he originated and established the 
first circulating library, the forerunner of the countless 
libraries of today. Here he organized the first city fire 
departm en t. He caused the streets to be paved and 
lighted and policed,and organized the first street-cleaning 
departm en t. H e established the first academ y in Phila-
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“ J f you would have your Businessdone, go; if not, send.”
delphia, now the U niversity of Pennsylvania. H e helped 
to  found the first hospital, and organized the first P enn­
sylvania m ilitia.

The Diplomat and the Statesman
IV IN G  a t  N u m b e r 7 C rav en  S tre e t , L ondon ,

Franklin  spent fifteen years in England as agent for 
the Colony of Pennsylvania, and it  was during his second 
mission in this capacity  th a t his ability  as a  diplom at was 
first revealed, when a t the tim e of the agitation  over the 
S tam p T ax, he was called before Parliam ent and ques­
tioned. T hroughout his long exam ination, D r. F ranklin 
was a t his best; calm, dignified, a s tu te  in his answers, he 
was an im portan t factor in the repeal of the S tam p Act.

A t the tim e when m ost men retire from public life, 
Dr. F ranklin , in 1775, began a second great career of 
usefulness to his country . He was in his seventieth year 
when he became a m em ber of the C ontinental Congress 
and threw  all the w eight of his vigorous personality into 
the cause of independence. He was active on ten com­
m ittees and worked tirelessly day  and night. Thom as 
Jefferson subm itted  the original d ra ft of the Declaration 
of Independence to Franklin  who, m aking a few m inor 
changes, heartily  supported it. “We m ust all hang 
together, or m ost assuredly we shall all hang separa te ly” 
was F rank lin ’s wise com m ent as the m em bers of the 
Congress affixed their signatures.

T he signature of Benjam in Franklin  appears on all 
four of the great s ta te  papers by which our independence
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11 Jf you would reap Praise you must sow the Seeds, gentle Words and useful Deeds.”
was achieved— the D eclaration of Independence, the 
T rea ty  of Alliance w ith France, the T rea ty  of Peace w ith  
E ngland, and the  C onstitu tion  of the  U nited S tates. No 
o ther p a trio t has this distinction.

His diplom atic negotiations w ith France were his 
g reatest contribution to  Am erican independence, and 
resulted in the French alliance, w ithou t which our in­
dependence could no t have been established a t  th a t  tim e. 
No one except F ranklin , so respected and esteem ed both 
a t  home and abroad, could have accomplished this. His 
ab ility  as a d iplom at has been unequalled in our history. 
F ranklin  arrived in Paris late in December, 1776; a 
little  over a year later the T rea ty  of Alliance was signed, 
and the  French fleet was hurried to  the aid of America. 
Even before this, F ranklin  had secured extensive 
loans w ith which to carry  on the w ar; still more 
w ere badly needed. In 1780 General W ashington wrote 
to  him , “W e m ust have one of two th ings—peace, or 
m oney from F rance.” And Franklin  responded w ith 
m oney; in all, he secured tw enty-six million francs.

A lm ost overnight the aged philosopher became the  
idol of the  French nation; he was received with special 
honors in cou rt circles; he was f cited and dined and ac­
claimed. T he ladies adored him ; his p o rtra it appeared on 
snuffboxes, lockets, and every varie ty  of souvenir; in a 
word, he became the fashion of Paris. Here was the 
orig inator of Poor R ichard whose m axims of th rift and 
industry  were so appealing to  the French; here was the
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“J-Jide not your Talents, they for Use were made.What’s a Sun-Dial in the Shade?”
great scientist whose experim ents w ith ' electricity  had 
m ade him world-fam ous; and to the French he seemed also 
to typify  all th a t (America was fighting for—liberty  and 
freedom and dem ocracy. Y et with it all he was so 
delightfully hum an and unaffected, original in everything 
he did, wearing his brown fur cap am id the powdered 
heads and wigs, alw ays ready with a charm ing witticism  
or an anecdote sparkling with good hum or.

M ore than  a year a fter the  tre a ty  of peace w ith 
England wps signed, Dr. F ranklin  asked for his recall 
from Francq, and was succeeded by Thom as Jefferson. 
“ You replace D r. F ranklin , I hear,” said the French 
M inister of Foreign Affairs. “ I succeed him ; no one can 
replace h im ,” replied th a t em inent gentlem an. “W hen he 
left P assy ,” said Jefferson, “ it seemed as if the village 
had lost its pa tria rch .” H e landed in Philadelphia in 
Septem ber, 1785, am id great rejoicing. N ot yet was he 
p erm itted .t»  retire to  p rivate  life, b u t was elected Presi­
den t of the Pennsylvania Executive Council, to which 
office he was three times re-elected.

In 1787, a t  the age of eighty-one, he took his seat in 
the convention called in Philadelphia to  fram e the 
C onstitu tion  of the U nited S tates. A t the suggestion of 
W ashington, the delegates greeted him standing. D uring 
th e  four long m onths of th a t strenuous session, the vener­
able d iplom at was a  steadying influence. M any tim esw hen 
the discussion reached a  critical period and dissension 
seemed im m inent, a hum orous sto ry  told by Franklin
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“N o  man e’er was glorious,who was not laborious.”
would save the  day  and conciliate the factions. A t one 
tim e the question of how the  sta tes should be represented 
produced a  deadlock, b u t F ranklin  was ready w ith  a 
com promise and suggested a Senate to  represent the 
s ta tes  equally, and a House of R epresentatives to 
represent the sta tes according to  their population.

F inally  the g reat docum ent was ready to  be signed by 
the  m em bers of the convention. Calling their a tten tion  
to  a  pain ting  of a  half disk of the sun on the back of 
W ashington’s chair, F ranklin  said: “ I have often and 
often in the course of the  session and the  vicissitudes of 
m y hopes and fears as to  its issue, looked a t  th a t  behind 
the  P resident w ithou t being able to  tell w hether it  was 
rising or se tting ; b u t now a t  length I have the happiness 
to  know  th a t it is a  rising, and no t a  setting  sun .”

Benjam in F ranklin  lived to  see the  com pletion of the 
first year of the  U nited S ta tes  under the C onstitu tion  he 
had helped to  form ulate. D eath  cam e on April 17, 1790. 
In to  every hom e Poor R ichard still brings his gospel of 
th rif t and frugality , and the  nam e of B enjam in Franklin  
will ever be respected and renowned am ong all nations. 
As Poor R ichard says, “A good exam ple is the best 
serm on.”

N o t e : T h e  q u o ta tio n s  w hich  fo rm  th e  head in gs in th is  book 
a re  ta k e n  fro m  th e  say in gs of P o o r R ic h a rd .
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Dr. Franklin at the Court of France, 1778, from 
the painting by Andre E. Jolly.
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