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			The youngest of ten sons of a Boston soap and candle maker, Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) had little formal schooling, and was trained in adolescence as a printer’s apprentice. At seventeen he ran away to Philadelphia, where as an industrious tradesman, printer, and journalist he earned enough to virtually retire from business in his early forties. As a delegate to the Second Continental Congress, Franklin helped prepare the Declaration of Independence. His rise to wealth from humble beginnings and his momentous political and diplomatic roles were enough to ensure his fame. But he also won international renown for his Franklin stove and other inventions, his experiments with electricity, his civic improvements, his philanthropic schemes, his sagacity and wit, and his penetratingly lucid prose. Although a representative of Enlightenment cosmopolitanism — a citizen of the world — Benjamin Franklin has also become a symbol of American civilization.

			Kenneth Silverman is professor of English at New York University, a fellow of the American Antiquarian Society, and a council member of the Institute for Early American History and Culture. His books and editions include Colonial American Poetry (1968), Timothy Dwight (1969), Selected Letters of Cotton Mather (1971), A Cultural History of the American Revolution (1976), and The Life and Times of Cotton Mather (1984), which won a 1984 Bancroft Prize in American History and a 1985 Pulitzer Prize for Biography.
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				INTRODUCTION

			
				The Legendary Franklin
			

			
				
					The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin is one of the most famous books ever written, by one of the most famous men who ever lived. Its author began life as one of seventeen children of a Boston candlemaker and had scarcely two years of formal schooling, but was eventually received by five kings and awarded honorary degrees by six universities. In his time, an Italian academy hailed him as the “greatest Philosopher of the Century.” The French honored him with a craze, stamping his portrait on so many prints, plates, snuffboxes, and medallions that in Paris his face became, he said, “as well known as that of the moon.” And Americans for two centuries have endowed with his name their schools, their streets, their counties, their banks, and their children.

			Franklin gained his worldwide esteem for achievements not only individually impressive but also so numerous that accounts of them traditionally take the form of catalogs. His lucrative business career as a Philadelphia printer and tradesman enabled him to retire at the age of forty-two, but he also acted as alderman, councilman, burgess, and justice of the peace, and helped to found many of the city’s main public institutions, including its watch, fire company, militia, college, and hospital. His experiments’ with electricity transformed existing, miscellaneous knowledge about the subject into a coherent discipline, but his scientific speculations also Couched on yellow fever, cancer, the origin of springs, astronomy, the formation of raindrops, hot-air balloons, the Gulf Stream, magnetism, sleep, surface tension, demography, and heat: absorption. One of his celebrated lightning rods was set on St. Mark’s basilica in Venice by 1777, but he also invented a simplified clock, a tool for retrieving books from high shelves, a machine for duplicating handwritten documents, the Franklin stove, and the Armonica, a warbly-sounding instrument for which music was composed by Mozart.

			And of course much more. Franklin wrote at length or in passing on agriculture, chess, military strategy, literary style, silkworms, pickled sturgeon, ice boats, mastodon teeth, garters, and the balance of trade. He drew an influential political cartoon. He may have written a string quartet. He became postmaster general. He considered opening a swimming school.

			Franklin’s fame has depended not only on his achievements but also on his personality and character. His geniality and wit made others long for his company. And to his more than fifty years of public service — crowned by his part in writing the Declaration of Independence, his role as American minister plenipotentiary to France, and his attendance at the convention that devised the Constitution of the United States — he brought a sensitive understanding of human nature and a realistic view of the possibilities for human happiness, together with enormous self-confidence, shrewdness, and tact. Gifted with foresight — indeed a kind of seer — he made remarkably few bad decisions, although often faced with momentous choices. 

			

			
				The Autobiography and American Ideals
			

			The Autobiography does not record this legendary existence fully. It is a short, quiet book, written in a neoclassical version of the Puritan plain style, without formal beauty or pretensions to emotional force. Franklin completed the first section in England in 1771, when he was sixty-five, the second in France some thirteen years later, the third in Philadelphia four years after that. When he began the fourth (and last) section, also in Philadelphia, he was eighty-four years old and tormented with the stone, his appetite and digestion so much destroyed by the opium he took to subdue his pain that “little remains of me,” he wrote, “but a Skeleton covered with a Skin.” Never completed, his book breaks off before the time of the American Revolution, previous, that is, to his major political feats. Given also his customary pose of authorial modesty, readers may find his self-portrait muted and lacking in glamour. But even when he began the book, knowledge of his accomplishments was so widespread that he could take it for granted. He therefore wrote from the point of view of his own legend. He would show his readers how he became what he knew he had in their minds become.

			The Autobiography owes much of its vast fame to the fact that in tracing his development Franklin gave classic expression to three powerful ingredients of the American Dream: the ideals of material success, of moral regeneration, and of social progress. Even those who have never read the book know something of Franklin’s account of his rise to riches, of how he acquired habits of, and a reputation for, moderation, industry, and probity. Fascinated by the shaping power of biology and nurture, he implies that he inherited these virtues from his family of English Dissenters. For example, he relates that his father, Josiah, discoursed so entertainingly at dinner that he paid little attention to his food, giving rise to a lifelong habit of temperance. During his first voyage to England he supped on half an anchovy “on a very little Strip of Bread & Butter.” Shunning alcohol — whose ruinous effects on others’ lives the Autobiography repeatedly illustrates — and strengthening his arms by swimming, he gained physical and mental vitality, which fostered his related habit of industry. He not only worked hard but also arranged to be noticed doing so, sometimes buying printing paper and then conspicuously pushing it home in a wheelbarrow through the streets. He also established when young and then zealously guarded a reputation for honesty and good sense.

			It is of course a familiar account, which reverberates throughout American history in such real careers as Andrew Carnegie’s and such fictional ones as Horatio Alger’s. Less familiar is the fact that Franklin also attributes his business success to his love of reading and writing. Arrived in Philadelphia, he befriended other young “Lovers of Reading” — the book’s most recurrent category for classifying human beings — and formed them into the Junto, a literary club that also provided business contacts. Having trained himself, remarkably, to write effectively as a child, he later won the attention of rich and important men by his writing ability, which together with his careful printing brought new business. In sum, by early middle age he had despite his humble origins secured a fortune substantial enough to afford him “Leisure during the rest of my Life, for Philosophical Studies and Amusements.”

			The ideal of moral regeneration is dramatized starkly in the famous charts that open the second section of the Autobiography. Franklin had planned to elaborate this astonishing attempt to live “without committing any Fault at any time” in a treatise on “the ART
				of Virtue,” teaching the subject to youths as one might teach architecture or the piano. Had he written such a book it might today stand first in a long and continuing parade of American popular works on self-help and self-improvement. He had also hoped to found a “Sect” for initiates in his thirteen-week regime, to be called the “Society of the Free and Easy” — persons free from vice and debt, therefore easy in mind and spirit. His proposed “Sect” similarly recalls such later American attempts to develop a new secular religion as Emerson’s Transcendentalism, as well as the earlier Puritanism of Franklin’s native New England. The Puritans also sought moral regeneration, although through the supernatural transformation of one’s inner self wrought by the Holy Ghost. Franklin’s “Art of Virtue” was his naturalistic version of the divine grace of his Puritan forebears, differing from it crucially, however, in that he felt he might purify himself while they considered regeneration beyond one’s striving. Moreover, Franklin treats his “bold and arduous Project” with self-humor and admits its failure cheerfully. Like the arm-weary grinder he describes who at last preferred the speckled ax, he came to think it better not to be faultless, for the “extreme Nicety” he exacted of himself might seem to others ridiculous, and a perfect character, even if attainable, might be envied and hated.

			In his devotion to the ideal of social progress Franklin again evinces his New England origins. According to the daily schedule he prepared, he began each morning by asking, “What Good shall I do this Day?” and concluded each evening, at ten o’clock, by asking, “What Good have I done to day?” His questions probably grew out of his adolescent acquaintance in Boston with the Puritan minister Cotton Mather (1663-1728), who also proposed to himself each day the performance of some specific good. Indeed Franklin acknowledged that Mather’s Bonifacius (1710), usually known as Essays to Do Good, had “an influence on my conduct through life.” But Franklin emphasized good works at the expense of faith to a degree Mather would have thought excessive. And Franklin’s humanitarian devotion to making life in society safer, less fractious, and more comfortable epitomizes the post-Puritan, Enlightenment ideal of the amicus humani generis, the friend of mankind.

			As the Autobiography makes clear, Franklin owed many of his opportunities to Do Good, as he owed much of his business success, to the emergence of Philadelphia as the cultural and commercial center of Colonial America. From a population of about 10,000 in 1720, the city grew to 23,000 in 1750, and to 40,000 by 1776, when it was outranked in population among British cities only by London itself. Trade and immigration brought not only urban amenities but also urban problems. Franklin was perfectly suited to such an expanding place, for even as a boy in Boston, he remarks, he had shown “an early projecting Public Spirit” and had built a wharf from which his playmates could fish. Considering his love of books, it seems inevitable that the first of his scores of considerable public works in Philadelphia should have been the creation of a public library in 1731, which became the model for similar subscription libraries all over America. A tireless civic improver, he also contrived better methods of paving, cleaning, lighting, and heating the city. Perhaps no facet of the Autobiography is more prophetic and representative of American culture than his quest for the New and Improved. In this he incarnated the profoundly American belief that things can be changed. 

			

			
				The Autobiography and Franklin’s Character
			

			Because the Autobiography has often been taken as representative of American ideals, criticisms of the book have often been framed as criticisms of the country as well. To some of Franklin’s detractors, his pursuit of material success, moral regeneration, and social progress reveals a national creed of capitalist avarice, sexual repression, and bourgeois comfort. Others have beheld in the Autobiography an America suffering from emotional shallowness. For them, the life Franklin depicts is more than a success story. It is a story of nothing but success. Indeed, apart from some missteps aptly called “Errata,” the hero of the book does nothing compulsively, irrationally, or out of weakness, but appears to be governed by reason, moderation, and virtue. With his strong sense of identity he seems singularly immune to the workings of the conflict-torn inner self that Yeats called the “foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart,” his existence untroubled by stretches of ennui and waste. The absence of a sense of the harshness and inexplicability of life, together with his emphasis on material success, has gained Franklin scornful comments from such readers as Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mark Twain, and D. H. Lawrence, including Herman Melville’s notorious squelch that as “the type and genius of his land” Franklin was “everything but a poet” — i.e., that, like America, he lacked a soul.

			Yet the very representative force of the Autobiography has obscured how it also subtly reveals a highly complex and unusual human being. In fact several “Franklins” play through the book: the hero, the implicit legend, the narrator, and the writer. These distinctions matter, because much praise and condemnation of Franklin confuses the earnest young protagonist, the godlike creator of legend, or the avuncular narrator with the less easy to characterize author. Unlike his abstemious hero, the real Franklin sometimes “drank more than a Philosopher ought,” as he put it, and in later life grew heavy and suffered from gout as a result of his love of rich food and wine; indeed his writings teem with food imagery. The straightforward narrator notwithstanding, the sly author wrote his first published essay in the guise of a middle-aged widow and ran away soon after to Philadelphia posing as one “that had got a naughty Girl with Child.” Later adopting some forty different pseudonyms, he remains one of the most elusive figures in American history.

			Such features of Franklin’s character are evident in his other writings, and can still be glimpsed in the Autobiography, however much he strove to withhold them. His correspondence, for instance, contains many recollections of disillusionment. To choose one of many examples: in writing to a friend he recalled having been aboard a sloop on the Delaware River on a hot, windless day, the ship becalmed, the company not agreeable. Seeing near the riverside what seemed a green meadow with a large shade tree where he might sit and pass the time pleasantly until the tide turned, he prevailed upon the captain to put him ashore. But his desire brought him only disenchantment and ridicule:

			
				Being landed, I found the greatest part of my Meadow was really a Marsh, in crossing which, to come at my Tree, I was up to my Knees in Mire; and I had not placed myself under its Shade five Minutes, before the Muskitoes in Swarms found me out, attack’d my Legs, Hands, and Face, and made my Reading and my Rest impossible; so that I return’d to the Beach, and call’d for the Boat to come and take me aboard again, where I was oblig’d to bear the Heat I had strove to quit, and also the Laugh of the Company.

			

			Such disillusioning experiences, many times recorded in his letters, left the real Franklin with a deep distrust that seems to belie the essential optimism of the Autobiography. To avoid being disappointed in things, he often warned himself against desiring them. One of the “Articles of Belief and Acts of Religion” he drew up at the age of twenty-two forbids praying for specific benefits lest they backfire; because of our ignorance, “We cannot be Certain that many Things Which we often hear mentioned in the Petitions of Men to the Deity would prove REAL GOODS if they were in our Possession.”

			The historical Franklin suspected people as well as things. The lesson that what seem meadows from afar may really be marshes was repeated in his own family. As a child he observed that his father and his uncle Benjamin corresponded affectionately while apart, but when living in the same house often quarreled. And he remembered his “very wise” father saying that “nothing was more common than for those who lov’d one another at a distance, to find many Causes of Dislike when they came together.” For himself, Franklin stayed back. Often on the move, he crossed the Atlantic eight times, living for many years apart from his wife and children. Some of his friends, too, complained that he dropped from mind those who were out of sight. His closest relative, his sister Jane, confessed that after not having heard from him for three years there sometimes intruded on her the words of an old song: “can he forgit me / will he niglegt me.” However much a friend to all mankind, with individual friends he was immensely cordial but seemingly incapable of prolonged intimacy. “Fish and Visitors,” as he had Poor Richard warn, “stink in 3 days.” Indeed many of these famous maxims preach distrust. “ If you would have a faithful Servant, and one. that you like, serve yourself”; “Trusting too much to others Care is the Ruin of many”; “God helps them that help themselves.”

			Disillusionment, distrust, detachment — these related traits play little if any part in the Franklin of legend, and the author of the Autobiography clearly made no effort to represent them in his hero or narrator. Yet in the book they do obliquely appear. The narrative of Franklin’s early years consists of a series of educative encounters with persons close to him who prove to be treacherous and whom he learns to distrust: his brother James, who beats him; his sottish friend Collins, who lands him in debt; his slovenly and eccentric employer Samuel Keimer, who exploits and then capriciously fires him; the sharply drawn Governor William Keith, who strands him penniless in London. A severe disappointment in Franklin’s later life shapes the very form of the book. The first section, written before the American Revolution, is addressed to his son, William Franklin, the governor of New Jersey; but the rather different later sections, written after the Revolution, are addressed to “the Public.” Franklin made the change because he felt that William, by remaining loyal to England during the war for independence, had personally betrayed him.

			The results of disillusionment are present also in a detachment from things and from people. Much as the historical Franklin at twenty-two decided not to pray for some advantage lest it prove the reverse, the hero of the Autobiography decides never to put himself forward as the promotor of any project and never to request any office. Several moves up in the world thus come to him unbidden. He becomes justice of the peace ten years in a row “without my ever asking any Elector for his Vote”; he is made a member of the Royal Society “without my having made any Application for that Honor”; the prestigious Sir Hans Sloane, uninvited, honors him with a visit in London. (Revealingly, Franklin had in fact written to Sloane first.) Franklin’s detachment also subtly affects his descriptions of other characters in the book, who, with some notable exceptions, have names but no solid existence. Their curious nonentity seems of a piece with the “Art of Virtue,” where with religious intensity Franklin remains concentrated on his own conduct — self-reliant, self-taught, indeed self-created. Ultimately one wonders how much the fabulous personal freedom and independence of movement depicted in the book — beginning with the hero’s youthful desire to go to sea, and continuing with his shifts from place to place, job to job — sprang from the author’s fear of staying too close or too long.

			Other submerged features of Franklin’s character surface through his indirect treatment of his ambition and competitiveness. The second section of the Autobiography is prefaced by a letter from his friend Abel James, who calls him “kind, humane and benevolent Ben. Franklin.” This accurately describes the personality of the book’s narrator; yet men of such vast accomplishment as the legendary Franklin might be expected to speak in accents more assertive and intense. Of the several fictional characters in American literature modeled on Franklin, the one who most nearly resembles him in this discrepancy between personality and character is Adam Verver, the mysterious millionaire of Henry James’s novel The Golden Bowl. Verver is a man of enormous social and personal power, yet he appears altogether bland. James’s description of him applies as well to the unassuming Franklin:

			
				[His brain was] a strange workshop of fortune. This establishment, mysterious and almost anonymous, the windows of which, at hours of highest pressure, never seemed, for starers and wonderers, perceptibly to glow, must in fact have been during certain years the scene of an unprecedented, a miraculous white-heat.

			

			Similarly, the historical Franklin, without pushiness or perceptible glow, must have been unbudgingly determined to have his way. That burning ambition did fire “kind, humane and benevolent Ben. Franklin” was confirmed by his colleague John Adams, among others, who saw in him “a Passion for Reputation and Fame, as hard as you can imagine, and his Time and Thoughts are chiefly employed to obtain it.”

			Franklin himself explains why his ambition is hard to detect. He writes in the Autobiography concerning humility: “I cannot boast of much Success in acquiring the Reality of this Virtue; but I had a good deal with regard to the Appearance of it.” An indication of his success in cultivating the semblance of humility is that when he served as minister to France, one of the many Parisians who clustered around him in the streets reportedly asked, “Who is this old peasant who has such a noble air?” To the French painter Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun he looked like “a big farmer.” Franklin knew quite well what he looked like. “Figure me in your mind . . . as very plainly dress’d,” he wrote to a friend at the time, “wearing my thin grey straight Hair, that peeps out under my only Coiffure, a fine Fur Cap, which comes down my Forehead almost to my Spectacles. Think how this must appear among the Powder’d Heads of Paris.” The comment discloses how Franklin inwardly experienced his outward pose of humility: as an awareness of appearing slightly ridiculous to others with simultaneously a somewhat vindictive feeling of having controlled their reactions, and of superiority to them.

			In the Autobiography, too, Franklin’s ambition and competitiveness become visible in acutely self-conscious recollections of having seemed gauche to others, notably as the runaway adolescent entering Philadelphia with a roll under each arm, making “a most awkward ridiculous Appearance.” The element of self-vindication is no way more evident than in the self-effacement of the hero, who often wins out over others by his simplicity. In London his beer-guzzling fellow printers mock him as “the water-American”; yet they wonder to see him carry up- and downstairs a heavy font of type in each hand, while they can carry, using both hands, only one. Often in the Autobiography young 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 Madeira by the governor of Pennsylvania, making Kei-mer stare “like a Pig poison’d.”

			Much of this aggressive energy is masked by the modest style of the Autobiography. Yet, like the Quaker garb he wore in Paris, this style was itself in Franklin’s mind an instrument of control and power. His stylistic creed was that “one cannot be too Clear,” and the communicativeness of his writing, to be sure, speaks for both his penetrating intelligence and his probity. He had much to say, and the rare strength of character to say it simply enough. Yet if he cared nothing for sounding important, he cared everything for winning his case. He was probably the greatest rhetorician in American literary history (taking rhetoric in Aristotle’s sense, as the art of persuasion), extremely effective in mobilizing large public efforts. One of his most frequent and disarming rhetorical techniques he traces in the Autobiography to Socrates, from whom he learned to assume the manner of “the humble Inquirer & Doubter” — the pose of such innocents and underdogs as Poor Richard, Silence Dogood, and “kind, humane and benevolent Ben. Franklin” himself. He resolved never to advance any view as certainly correct, but rather to express himself in terms of “modest Diffidence” — a habit that “has been of great Advantage to me, when I have had occasion to inculcate my Opinions & persuade Men into Measures that I have been from time to time engaged in promoting.” The modesty of Franklin’s style is itself, that is, an expression of his desire to prevail. This rhetorical prescription for winning one’s case by seeming to have nothing at stake represents another version of never praying for a particular benefit, and perhaps had for Franklin the psychological advantage of warding off disappointment. However that may be, Franklin was among the first to understand the power of the press and of advertising, and his cunningly ingratiating style marks an early stage of the modern skills of public relations and the Soft Sell.

			To read the Autobiography as only a statement of American national ideals is thus to miss how much Franklin’s development sprang from motives singular and personal. The book relates not merely how one American “emerg’d from the Poverty & Obscurity in which I was born” but also how Benjamin Franklin outdid others. It is a story not only of success but also of triumph. Certainly its tale of personal growth speaks for scores of other American lives, fictional and actual. But Franklin’s complex combination of detachment and desire, diffidence and ambition, ice and fire, place its author among a more select company of such American naïfs as Hawthorne, Dickinson, Twain, and Frost, persons of much greater depth of being than their commonly known behavior and works at first suggest. Readers of the Autobiography ought to keep in mind another, less well-known comment of Herman Melville, who saw in Franklin “deep worldly wisdom and polished Italian tact, gleaming under an air of arcadian unaffectedness.” Keep in mind, too, that Franklin wanted to open a swimming school. For him, ordinariness and typicality were but changes of garment. This modest, charming man had a mind like a razor, and he baffles us still.

		

	
		
			  

			
				
				NOTE ON THE TEXTS

			
				The present text of the Autobiography is based upon the manuscript version as edited in Max Farrand’s Benjamin Franklin’s Memoirs: Parallel Text Edition, published by the University of California Press in 1949. It is used here with the kind permission of the Press and of the Henry E. Huntington Library in San Marino, California, owners of the manuscript itself (HM9999B). In preparing this text I have modernized Franklin’s spelling and in a few cases silently supplied punctuation where it was missing or altered it where it seemed mistaken through carelessness. For the sake of preserving the flavor of Franklin’s original, I have generally allowed his inconsistencies of spelling, punctuation, and capitalization to stand. The present text of Franklin’s “Outline” of the Autobiography also appears by permission of the University of California Press and of the owner of the manuscript, who in this instance is the J. Pierpont Morgan Library in New York City. The texts of “The Speech of Miss Polly Baker,” “Advice to a Friend on Choosing a Mistress,” An Edict by the King of Prussia,” and “The Elysian Fields” appear here by courtesy of the Yale University Press, in New Haven. The texts of the first three reproduce those in Leonard W. Labaree, et al., eds., The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, which the Yale University Press is continuing to publish; the last appears as translated in Claude-Anne Lopez, Mon Cher Papa:
				Franklin and the Ladies of Paris, published by the Press in 1966. Otherwise, I have taken the texts of Franklin’s “Receipt to make a New-England Funeral Elegy” from The New-England Courant, June 25,1722; of “The Way to Wealth” from Poor Richard improved . . . for the Year of our Lord 1758 (Philadelphia, 1757); of “How to secure Houses” from Poor Richard for 1753; of “The Kite Experiment” from The Pennsylvania Gazette, October 19, 1752; of “Information to Those who Would Remove to America” and “An Address to the Public” from Albert Henry Smyth, ed., The Writings of Benjamin Franklin (New York, 1907); and of “The Morals of Chess” from John Bigelow, ed., The Complete Works of Benjamin Franklin (New York, 1887-89). The selections in the “Miscellany of Franklin’s Opinions” are based upon those in the above editions by Smyth and Bigelow. I add my more than thanks to Jane Mallison of the Trinity School.

			Kenneth Silverman  New York City  February 5, 1985

		

	
		
			 

			
				Readers who know Franklin only through his Autobiography may easily confuse the teller with the tale, the intricate person with the archetypal Man on the Way Up. His contemporaries of course knew him not as a success story but as a remarkable living presence, compact of friend, father, journalist, businessman, sage, civic improver, scientist, politician. Today nothing fully reveals this phenomenon but his complete writings, currently being published. But other selections from his works are included here to show aspects of his character and career that the Autobiography muffles or ignores.

			

			
				Twyford, at the Bishop of St Asaph’s 1771.
			

			DEAR SON,

			I have ever had a Pleasure in obtaining any little Anecdotes of my Ancestors. You may remember the Inquiries I made among the Remains of my Relations when you were with me in England; and the Journey I took for that purpose. Now imagining it may be equally agreeable to you to know the Circumstances of my Life, many of which you are yet unacquainted with; and expecting a Week’s uninterrupted Leisure in my present Country Retirement, I sit down to write them for you. To which I have besides some other Inducements. Having emerg’d from the Poverty & Obscurity in which I was born & bred, to a State of Affluence & some Degree of Reputation in the World, and having gone so far thro’ Life with a considerable Share of Felicity, the conducing Means I made use of, which, with the Blessing of God, so well succeeded, my Posterity may like to know, as they may find some of them suitable to their own Situations, & therefore fit to be imitated. That Felicity, when I reflected on it, has induc’d me sometimes to say, that were it offer’d to my Choice, I should have no Objection to a Repetition of the same Life from its Beginning, only asking the Advantages Authors have in a second Edition to correct some Faults of the first. So would I if I might,
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			besides correcting the Faults, change some sinister Accidents & Events of it for others more favourable, but tho’ this were deny’d, I should still accept the Offer. However, since such a Repetition is not to be expected, the next Thing most like living one’s Life over again, seems to be a Recollection of that Life; and to make that Recollection as durable as possible, the putting it down in Writing. 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 as well confess it, since my Denial of it will be believ’d by nobody) perhaps I shall a good deal gratify my own Vanity. Indeed I scarce ever heard or saw the introductory Words, Without Vanity I may say, &c but some vain thing immediately follow’d. Most People dislike Vanity in others whatever Share they have of it themselves, but I give it fair Quarter wherever I meet with it, being persuaded that it is often productive of Good to the Possessor & to others that are within his Sphere of Action: And therefore in many Cases it would not be quite absurd if a Man were to thank God for his Vanity among the other Comforts of Life.

			And now I speak of thanking God, I desire with all Humility to acknowledge, that I owe the mention’d Happiness of my past Life to his kind Providence, which led me to the Means I us’d & gave them Success. My Belief of this, induces me to hope, tho’ I must not presume, that the same Goodness will still be exercis’d towards me in continuing that Happiness, or in enabling me to bear a fatal Reverse, which I may experience as others have done, the Complexion of my future Fortune being known to him only: and in whose Power it is to bless to us even our Afflictions.

			The Notes one of my Uncles (who had the same kind of Curiosity in collecting Family Anecdotes) once put into my Hands, furnish’d me with several Particulars relating to our Ancestors. From these Notes I learned that the Family had liv’d in the same Village, Ecton in Northamptonshire, for 300 Years, & how much longer he knew not (perhaps from the Time when the Name Franklin that before was the Name of an Order of People, was assum’d by them for a Surname, when others took Surnames all over the Kingdom. — (Here a Note)1 on a Freehold of about 30 Acres, aided by the Smith’s Business which had continued in the Family till his Time, the eldest Son being always bred to that Business. A Custom which he & my Father both followed as to their eldest Sons. When I search’d the Register at Ecton, I found an Account of their Births, Marriages and Burials, from the Year 1555 only, there being no Register kept in that Parish at any time preceding. By that Register I perceiv’d that I was the youngest Son of the youngest Son for 5 Generations back. My Grandfather Thomas, who was born in 1598, lived at Ecton till he grew too old to follow Business longer, when he went to live with his Son John, a Dyer at Banbury in Oxfordshire, with whom my Father serv’d an Apprenticeship. There my Grandfather died and lies buried. We saw his Gravestone in 1758. His eldest Son Thomas liv’d in the House at Ecton, and left it with the Land to his only Child, a Daughter, who with her Husband, one Fisher of Wellingborough, sold it to Mr Isted, now Lord of the Manor there. My Grandfather had 4 Sons that grew up, viz. Thomas, John, Benjamin and Josiah. I will give you what Account I can of them at this distance from my Papers, and if they are not lost in my Absence, you will among them find many more Particulars. Thomas was bred a Smith under his Father, but being ingenious, and encourag’d in Learning (as all his Brothers like wise were) by an Esquire Palmer, then the principal Gentleman in that Parish, he qualify’d himself for the Business of Scrivener,2 became a considerable Man in the County Affairs, was a chief Mover of all public Spirited Undertakings, for the County, or Town of Northampton & his own Village, of which many Instances were told us at Ecton, and he was much taken Notice of and patroniz’d by the then Lord Halifax. He died in 1702, Jan. 6, old Style,3 just 4 Years to a Day before I was born. The Account we receiv’d of his Life & Character from some old People at Ecton, I remember struck you, as something extraordinary from its Similarity to what you knew of mine. Had he died on the same Day, you said one might have suppos’d a Transmigration. John was bred a Dyer, I believe of Woollens. Benjamin, was bred a Silk Dyer, serving an Apprenticeship at London. He was an ingenious Man, I remember him well, for when I was a Boy he came over to my Father in Boston, and lived in the House with us some Years. He lived to a great Age. His Grandson Samuel Franklin now lives in Boston. He left behind him two Quarto Volumes, M.S. of his own Poetry, consisting of little occasional Pieces address’d to his Friends and Relations, of which the following sent to me, is a Specimen. (Here insert it.4) He had form’d a Shorthand of his own, which he taught me, but, never practising it I have now forgot it. I was nam’d after this Uncle, there being a particular Affection between him and my Father. He was very pious, a great Attender of Sermons of the best Preachers, which he took down in his Short-hand and had with him many Volumes of them. He was also much of a Politician, too much perhaps for his Station. There fell lately into my Hands in London a Collection he had made of all the principal Pamphlets relating to Public Affairs from 1641 to 1717. Many of the Volumes are wanting, as appears by the Numbering, but there still remains 8 Vols. Folio, and 24 in 4to & 8vo. A Dealer in old Books met with them, and knowing me by my sometimes buying of him, he brought them to me. It seems my Uncle must have left them here when he went to America, which was above 50 Years since. There are many of his Notes in the Margins.

			This obscure Family of ours was early in the Reformation, and continu’d Protestants thro’ the Reign of Queen Mary, when they were sometimes in Danger of Trouble on Account of their Zeal against Popery. They had got an English Bible, & to conceal & secure it, it was fastened open with Tapes under & within the Frame of a Joint Stool. When my Great Great Grandfather read in it to his Family, he turn’d up the Joint Stool upon his Knees, turning over the Leaves then under the Tapes. One of the Children stood at the Door to give Notice if he saw the Apparitor coming, who was an Officer of the Spiritual Court. In that Case the Stool was turn’d down again upon its feet, when the Bible remain’d conceal’d under it as before. This Anecdote I had from my Uncle Benjamin. The Family continu’d all of the Church of England till about the End of Charles the 2ds Reign, when some of the Ministers that had been outed for Nonconformity, holding Conventicles5 in Northamptonshire, Benjamin & Josiah adher’d to them, and so continu’d all their Lives. The rest of the Family remain’d with the Episcopal Church.

			Josiah, my Father, married young, and carried his Wife with three Children unto New England, about 1682. The Conventicles having been forbidden by Law, & frequently disturbed, induced some considerable Men of his Acquaintance to remove to that Country, and he was prevail’d with to accompany them thither, where they expected to enjoy their Mode of Religion with Freedom. By the same Wife he had 4 Children more born there, and by a second Wife ten more, in all 17, of which I remember 13 sitting at one time at his Table, who all grew up to be Men & Women, and married. I was the youngest Son, and the youngest Child but two, & was born in Boston, N. England. My Mother the 2d Wife was Abiah Folger, a Daughter of Peter Folger, one of the first Settlers of New England, of whom honorable mention is made by Cotton Mather, in his Church History of that Country, (entitled Magnalia Christi Americana) as a godly learned Englishman, if I remember the words rightly. I have heard that he wrote sundry small occasional Pieces, but only one of them was printed which I saw now many Years since. It was written in 1675, in the homespun Verse of that Time & People, and address’d to those then concern’d in the Government there. It was in favor of Liberty of Conscience, & in behalf of the Baptists, Quakers, & other Sectaries, that had been under Persecution; ascribing the Indian Wars & other Distresses, that had befallen the Country to that Persecution, as so many Judgments of God, to punish so heinous an Offense; and exhorting a Repeal of those uncharitable Laws. The whole appear’d to me as written with a good deal of Decent Plainness & manly Freedom. The six last concluding Lines I remember, tho’ I have forgotten the two first of the Stanza, but the Purport of them was that his Censures proceeded from Good Will, & therefore he would be known as the Author,

			
				because to be a Libeller, (says he)
			

			
				I hate it with my Heart.
			

			
				From Sherburne Town where now I dwell,
			

			
				My Name I do put here,
			

			
				Without Offense, your real Friend,
			

			
				It is Peter Folgier.
			

			My elder Brothers were all put Apprentices to different Trades. I was put to the Grammar School at Eight Years of Age, my Father intending to devote me as the Tithe6 of his Sons to the Service of the Church. My early Readiness in learning to read (which must have been very early, as I do not remember when I could not read) and the Opinion of all his Friends that I should certainly make a good Scholar, encourag’d him in this Purpose of his. My Uncle Benjamin too approv’d of it, and propos’d to give me all his Short-hand Volumes of Sermons, I suppose as a Stock to set up with, if I would learn his Character.7 I continu’d however at the Grammar School not quite one Year, tho’ in that time I had risen gradually from the Middle of the Class of that Year to be the Head of it, and farther was remov’d into the next Class above it, in order to go with that into the third at the End of the Year. But my Father in the mean time, from a View of the Expense of a College Education which, having so large a Family, he could not well afford, and the mean Living many so educated were afterwards able to obtain. Reasons that he gave to his Friends in my Hearing, altered his first Intention, took me from the Grammar School, and sent me to a School for Writing & Arithmetic kept by a then famous Man, Mr Geo. Brownell, very successful in his Profession generally, and that by mild encouraging Methods. Under him I acquired fair Writing pretty soon, but I fail’d in the Arithmetic, & made no Progress in it. At Ten Years old, I was taken home to assist my Father in his Business, which was that of a Tallow Chandler and Soap Boiler. A Business he was not bred to, but had assumed on his Arrival in New England & on finding his Dying Trade would not maintain his Family, being in little Request. Accordingly I was employed in cutting Wick for the Candles, filling the Dipping Mold, & the Molds for cast Candles, attending the Shop, going of Errands, &c. I dislik’d the Trade and had a strong Inclination for the Sea; but my Father declar’d against it; however, living near the Water, I was much in and about it, learned early to swim well, & to manage Boats, and when in a Boat or Canoe with other Boys I was commonly allow’d to govern, especially in any case of Difficulty; and upon other Occasions I was generally a Leader among the Boys, and sometimes led them into Scrapes, of which I will mention one Instance, as it shows an early projecting public Spirit, tho’ not then justly conducted. There was a Salt Marsh that bounded part of the Mill Pond, on the Edge of which at High water, we us’d to stand to fish for Minews.8 By much Trampling, we had made it a mere Quagmire. My Proposal was to build a Wharf there fit for us to stand upon, and I show’d my Comrades a large Heap of Stones which were intended for a new House near the Marsh, and which would very well suit our Purpose. Accordingly in the Evening when the Workmen were gone, I assembled a Number of my Playfellows, and working with them diligently like so many Emmets,9 sometimes two or three to a Stone, we brought them all away and built our little Wharf. The next Morning the Workmen were surpris’d at Missing the Stones; which were found in our Wharf; Inquiry was made after the Removers; we were discovered & complain’d of; several of us were corrected by our Fathers; and tho’ I pleaded the Usefulness of the Work, mine convinc’d me that nothing was useful which was not honest.

			I think you may like to know Something of his Person & Character. He had an excellent Constitution of Body, was of middle Stature, but well set and very strong. He was ingenious, could draw prettily, was skill’d a little in Music and had a clear pleasing Voice, so that when he play’d Psalm Tunes on his Violin & sung withal as he sometimes did in an Evening after the Business of the Day was over, it was extremely agreeable to hear. He had a mechanical Genius too, and on occasion was very handy in the Use of other Tradesmen’s Tools. But his great Excellence lay in a sound Understanding, and solid Judgment in prudential Matters, both in private & public Affairs. In the latter indeed he was never employed, the numerous Family he had to educate & the straitness of his Circumstances, keeping him close to his Trade, but I remember well his being frequently visited by leading People, who consulted him for his Opinion in Affairs of the Town or of the Church he belong’d to & show’d a good deal of Respect for his Judgment and Advice. He was also much consulted by private Persons about their Affairs when any Difficulty occur’d, & frequently chosen an Arbitrator between contending Parties. 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 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 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. This has been a Convenience to me in travelling, where my Companions have been sometimes very unhappy for want of a suitable Gratification of their more delicate because better instructed Tastes and Appetites.

			My Mother had likewise an excellent Constitution. She suckled all her 10 Children. I never knew either my Father or Mother to have any Sickness but that of which they dy’d, he at 89 & she at 85 years of age. They lie buried together at Boston, where I some years since placed a Marble stone over their Grave with this Inscription

			Josi is Wife
Lie here interred.
They lived lovingly together in Wedlock
Fifty-five Years.
Without an Estate or any gainful Employment,
By constant labor and Industry,
With God’s Blessing,
They maintained a large Family
Comfortably;
And brought up thirteen Children,
And seven Grand Children
Reputably.
From this Instance, Reader,
Be encouraged to Diligence in 
thy Calling,
And distrust not Providence.
He was a pious & prudent Man,
She a discreet and virtuous Woman.
Their youngest Son,
In filial Regard to their Memory,
Places this Stone.
J.F. born 1655 — Died 1744 — Ætat 89
A.F. born 1667 — died 1752 — 85

			By my rambling Digressions I perceive myself to be grown old. I us’d to write more methodically. But one does not dress for private Company as for a public Ball. ’Tis perhaps only Negligence.

			To return. I continu’d thus employ’d in my Father’s Business for two Years, that is till I was 12 Years old; and my Brother John, who was bred to that Business, having left my Father, married and set up for himself at Rhode Island. There was all Appearance that I was destin’d to supply his Place and be a Tallow Chandler. But my Dislike to the Trade continuing, my Father was under Apprehensions that if he did not find one for me more agreeable, I should break away and get to Sea, as his Son Josiah had done to his great Vexation. He therefore sometimes took me to walk with him, and see Joiners, Bricklayers, Turners, Braziers, &c. at their Work, that he might observe my Inclination, & endeavor to fix it on some Trade or other on Land. It has ever since been a Pleasure to me to see good Workmen handle their Tools; and it has been useful to me, having learned so much by it, as to be able to do little Jobs myself in my House, when a Workman could not readily be got; & to construct little Machines for my Experiments while the Intention of making the Experiment was fresh & warm in my Mind. My Father at last fix’d upon the Cutler’s Trade, and my Uncle Benjamin’s Son Samuel, who was bred to that Business in London, being about that time establish’d in Boston, I was sent to be with him some time on liking. But his Expectations of a Fee with me displeasing my Father, I was taken home again.

			From a Child I was fond of Reading, and all the little Money that came into my Hands was ever laid out in Books. Pleas’d with the Pilgrim’s Progress, my first Collection was of John Bunyan’s Works, in separate little Volumes. I afterwards sold them to enable me to buy R. Burton’s Historical Collections; they were small Chapmen’s Books10 and cheap, 40 or 50 in all. My Father’s little Library consisted chiefly of Books in polemic Divinity, most of which I read, and have since often regretted, that at a time when I had such a Thirst for Knowledge, more proper Books had not fallen in my Way, since it was now resolv’d I should not be a Clergyman. Plutarch’s Lives there was, in which I read abundantly, and I still think that time spent to great Advantage. There was also a Book of Defoe’s, called an Essay on Projects, and another of Dr. Mather’s, call’d Essays to do Good which perhaps gave me a Turn of Thinking that had an Influence on some of the principal future Events of my Life.

			This Bookish Inclination at length determin’d my F’ather to make me a Printer, tho’ he had already one Son, (James) of that Profession. In 1717 my Brother James return’d from England with a Press & Letters to set up his Business in Boston. I lik’d it much better than that of my Father, but still had a Hankering for the Sea. To prevent the apprehended Effect of such an Inclination, my Father was impatient to have me bound11 to my Brother. I stood out some time, but at last was

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/Images/logo(penguin).png





OEBPS/Images/BenFrank_STD.png
I‘I'N(y(r'l.\'(i)('lAS\[( S

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY
AND OTHER WRITINGS






