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Introduction

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN LIKED WOMEN. Occasionally, he even loved them. Throughout his life Ben was fascinated by the fair sex but considered the currents between them as dangerous as electricity. Still he pursued women as boldly and persistently as he conducted scientific experiments. There was one difference. Experiments required close attention, but Ben kept his sweethearts “at a distance of ten leagues.”1 To the distinguished scientist-statesman, their appeal was so strong it threatened his composure. As he warned readers of Poor Richard’s Almanack, “If passion drives you, let reason hold the reins.”2

While Ben’s iconic image remains that of a man who embraced reason over emotion, a second, more erotic image persists: as a womanizer who fathered at least a dozen children and left a string of broken hearts in his wake. Neither of these images is realistic; Ben’s life was neither wholly pragmatic nor preoccupied with prurient intrigues.

For generations his flirtations with women have been exploited in popular culture, diminishing his achievements and the complexity of his personal attachments. By examining Ben’s correspondence with his wife, Deborah; his writings on sexuality; and his relationships with his sweethearts Catharine Ray, Madame Brillon, and Madame Helvétius, this book attempts to portray a man who privately struggled with prudence and passion. It also depicts his dependence upon the women who served as nurturers, caretakers, companions, financial assistants, and sexual objects. By doing so, these pages reveal the importance of Ben’s women to his happiness and well-being, deepening our understanding of him beyond traditional analyses of his commercial, scientific, and political achievements.

One event that earlier historians acknowledged was the birth of Ben’s son William, who was born out of wedlock. Despite the public taunts over William’s birth directed at Ben by his political enemies, he never apologized for his sexual behavior. Even when newly married to Deborah, Ben’s “Rules and Maxims for Promoting Marital Happiness” in the Pennsylvania Gazette warned wives that their spouses had flaws, for “her husband is a man, not an angel.”3

Thousands of books have been written about Benjamin Franklin, most by male historians: scholars and biographers who focused upon his scientific, diplomatic, and political achievements. Many of those biographies portrayed his wife, Deborah, as a dull, even stupid woman. Several factors contributed to that image. Ben’s Autobiography mentions her only briefly and with little emotion. Exacerbating Deborah’s shadowy image is an absence of historical information about her youth and the early years of her marriage to Ben. Unfortunately, even the letters she wrote from 1757 to 1762, during Ben’s first assignment as a colonial agent to England, are lost. It was only from his second London trip, 1764 to 1775, that Deborah’s letters were preserved. Finally we hear her voice, although only in the last decade of her life.

Replete with spelling and grammatical errors, her letters were often cited by historians as proof that Deborah was an ignorant, provincial woman, hardly a suitable mate for the future founding father. Only recently, thanks to scholarship on women’s history, has it been established that Deborah, like most colonial women, was never taught the rudiments of syntax or spelling, since that skill was considered unnecessary for future wives and mothers. “Now I am to returne your thankes for the Pictuer for the Hankeshcer I gave Salley al of them thay is verey hansum . . .” is just one example of Deborah’s writing.4 Since her letters can be difficult to decipher, I have modernized spelling and syntax in these pages.

Nevertheless, Deborah’s correspondence reveals a woman far more capable than earlier historians originally assumed. While not intellectually brilliant like Ben, Deborah was an astute businesswoman and devoted helpmate who not only contributed to his early success but also attended to his complex business affairs during his years overseas. In Ben’s absence she shouldered many duties men traditionally performed. Ben trusted her competence so thoroughly that he awarded her power of attorney two times before embarking on trips. During his long absences overseas, Deborah also fulfilled other obligations men usually assumed. These included supervision of construction for the half-built Franklin house, defense of that house at gunpoint during a Stamp Act riot, purchase of a costly property that enlarged Franklin Court, and management of the colonial postmaster-ship while Ben’s substitute was being trained.

On a personal level, Deborah was equally remarkable. While raising Ben’s son, William, and her own daughter, Sally, Deborah managed a successful store, hosted and entertained visitors who admired Ben’s work, nursed sick friends and relatives, managed Ben’s financial affairs when he traveled, and won the friendship of Philadelphia’s leading citizens. A devoted wife, she nursed Ben when he was ill, sent him home-cooked foods on the Pennsylvania frontier, wrote regularly to him in London (despite his infrequent responses), and diplomatically exchanged gifts with his English female companion. Even during Deborah’s last illness, she relayed colonial news and shipped gifts and food to Ben in London.

These pages depict other women important to Ben’s life. Among them was twenty-three-year-old Catharine Ray, with whom the middle-aged Ben had a fleetingly passionate relationship. Even later, when Catharine was married and the mother of six children, she maintained a warm friendship with the scientist-statesman.

Historians have also dismissed Ben’s beloved companion, the widowed Margaret Stevenson, the landlady he lived with during his two assignments in England, from 1757 to 1762 and from 1764 to 1775. During their fifteen years together, she served as a kind of “second wife” who nursed Ben when he was ill; provided meals; outfitted him in stylish English clothes; attended plays, concerts, and dinners with him; and hosted their friends in her Craven Street townhouse. For all Margaret’s urban sophistication, she had many qualities similar to Deborah’s. A warm and devoted companion with a spirited temperament, she, too, wrote and spelled poorly. Like Deborah, Margaret had only one child, a daughter, Polly, upon whom she doted. During Ben’s years in London he became so attached to the mother and daughter that he considered them his “English family.” Ben’s deep affection for Margaret has led historians to suspect they became lovers. One of his letters even admitted that he considered his years with Margaret “some of the happiest years of my life.”5

Historians have also glossed over Ben’s love affairs with two other women during his diplomatic assignment in France from 1776 to 1785. His first sweetheart was the gifted and beautiful musician Anne-Louise Boyvin d’Hardancourt Brillon de Jouy, known as Madame Brillon. Then in his early seventies, Ben played chess, attended dinners, and devoted his Wednesdays and Saturdays to the musician during the late 1770s. For decades scholars have downplayed his well-documented pleas for intimacy as nothing more than a parlor game, witty flirtations meant to charm a younger woman with few expectations of sexual rewards. But the dozens of letters that passed between Ben and Madame Brillon, some cited in these pages, suggest his pleas were sincere and revealed a lonely man longing for love.

No less poignant was Ben’s subsequent pursuit of Anne-Catherine de Ligniville d’Autricourt, or Madame Helvétius, the unconventional widow of the philosopher Claude-Adrien Helvétius. Intrigued by her wit, gaiety, and friendships with the philosophes of pre-revolutionary France, Ben pursued her relentlessly in hopes of a marriage. Stunned by his proposal and finally alarmed by his passionate persistence, the usually poised Madame Helvétius fled to the countryside.

These pages consequently illustrate that Ben’s romances with his French sweethearts were far from trivial and revealed his sincere longing for love. His letters brim with an intensity that reveals a previously ignored dimension of Ben’s private life.

I am not the first author to examine the founding father’s romantic attachments. In 1966 Yale University Press published Mon Cher Papa: Franklin and the Ladies of Paris, by Claude-Anne Lopez. Nine years later W. W. Norton published The Private Franklin: The Man and His Family, by Claude-Anne Lopez and Eugenia W. Herbert. In 2000 Yale University Press published Lopez’s My Life with Benjamin Franklin. Lopez’s familiarity with his letters was encyclopedic, a result of her work as editor in chief of The Papers of Benjamin Franklin project at Yale University.

The idea for this book grew out of my long interest in women’s lives. Today, as during previous waves of feminism, it is again acknowledged that women are the forgotten sex and that many of their deeds and influence have been dismissed or at best reduced to historical footnotes. Unfortunately, this loss of information has left a frustrating gap in our understanding about the lives of men as well. That became painfully obvious in the early 1990s as I first read traditional accounts of Ben’s life. The questions abounded. Why didn’t Deborah accompany him to England? What led her to remain in Philadelphia, far from the man she adored? Was that her decision, or Ben’s? Was their marriage filled with dissension? Was their separation an eighteenth-century version of divorce?

Perplexed, I began searching through Yale University’s bound volumes of the Franklin papers at the New York Public Library. That led to more questions. Why were Deborah’s letters between 1757 and 1762, during Ben’s first trip to England, missing? And why, if the Franklins were estranged, were the letters they exchanged between 1764 and 1774 so affectionate?

Finally, in late 1996 I met with Dr. Larry E. Tise, then executive director of the Benjamin Franklin National Memorial at the Franklin Institute, who answered some of my questions and recommended several books by Claude-Anne Lopez. Dr. Tise also suggested the work of other scholars whose essays later appeared in his 2002 collection, Benjamin Franklin and Women.

My initial proposal on Deborah Franklin elicited lukewarm enthusiasm from commercial publishers, who still considered her a marginal figure in Ben’s life. Discouraged, I relegated the idea to a back file drawer. Fast-forward fifteen years. With renewed interest in women’s rights and history, I revisited that proposal. By then the time seemed right to correct historical misconceptions about Deborah Franklin.

“Lost time is never regained,” Ben once observed in Poor Richard’s Almanack.6 Two hundred and forty years ago he could not have imagined the advent of the electronic age, although that surely would have pleased “the Father of Electricity.” In 2006, thanks to technology, The Papers of Benjamin Franklin were digitized through a joint effort of the American Philosophical Society and Yale University, then posted on the websites of the Library of Congress and the National Archives. Obtaining access to those documents greatly enhanced my research on Franklin’s women.

Here then is a contemporary interpretation of Ben’s passions—his wife and sweethearts—through a postfeminist lens.






1

“A Most Awkward Ridiculous Appearance”

ON SUNDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 6, 1723, fifteen-year-old Deborah Read stood outside the door of her home on Philadelphia’s Market Street between Third and Fourth. People in their Sunday best strolled past, their pace slowed by clouds of dust from horse-drawn carriages bumping along the wide roads. As the air cleared, the weathervane on the cupola of the brick courthouse gleamed in the late-morning sun. The new stone jail and workhouse stood at the southwest corner of Third and Market and near the small brick Anglican Christ Church where Deborah’s family prayed.

A young man walked along Market Street toward the Read home. As he drew closer, Deborah noticed the stranger’s clothes were disheveled and his pockets bulging. Added to his unkempt appearance was the ravenous way he was eating a roll. Two others were tucked beneath his arm.

Years later Ben Franklin admitted he had arrived in Philadelphia in less than respectable circumstances as a fugitive apprentice from Boston: “I was dirty from my journey, my pockets were stuffed with shirts and stockings . . . I was fatigued with traveling . . . and very hungry.” To appease his stomach, Ben had purchased “three great puffy rolls” from a baker. As he strolled past Deborah, she giggled. It was understandable, Ben reflected forty years later in his Autobiography, for “I made a most awkward ridiculous appearance.”1, 2

Laughter was Deborah’s first reaction to the man who would become America’s most inventive founding father and the love of her life. Had someone predicted Ben’s future, she would have not only giggled but laughed out loud. After all, Deborah was the dutiful daughter of carpenter John Read and his wife, Sarah White, from Birmingham, England, who sailed with her to Philadelphia in 1711 on a difficult transatlantic journey. The idea of marrying a vagabond was as outrageous as the thought of crossing the Atlantic again.

Months later a handsome, brown-haired, and blue-eyed teenager appeared at the Read home and asked to speak to Deborah’s father. The young man looked vaguely familiar, but Deborah could not place him. Then something reminded her of the fugitive who had walked by the Read home in October eating a roll. Could he be that same person? It seemed impossible, for this young man was well dressed and well spoken. But he was that same person, as Ben triumphantly noted in his Autobiography forty-eight years later. By the time he appeared before Deborah’s father, John, Ben’s trunk and clothes had long since arrived. “I made rather a more respectable appearance in the eyes of Miss Read, than . . . when she first happened to see me eating my roll in the streets.”3

At that time Ben was working for the eccentric, long-bearded Samuel Keimer, owner of a nearby print shop. The employer was fuming because Ben was living in the home of his rival, the printer Andrew Bradford. Keimer rented a house from Deborah’s father and suggested Ben board with the Reads. Once comfortably settled, Ben probably told the Reads a little about his past. Born January 6, 1706, in Boston, he was the youngest son in a brood of seventeen siblings. Ben’s pious father, Josiah, was a soap and tallow candlemaker and former cloth dyer from Ecton, Lancashire, in the Midlands of England. His mother, Josiah’s second wife, was the sturdy Abiah Folger of Nantucket. By the time Ben was twelve, Josiah had apprenticed him to his older brother James, master printer and owner of the controversial New England Courant. After months of dissension with James and intrigues over leadership of the newspaper, Ben broke his apprenticeship contract and fled from Boston on September 23, 1723.

Nearly two weeks later he arrived in Philadelphia and looked for work. The city was located on a wide plain near the confluence of the Schuylkill and Delaware Rivers and surrounded by fertile farmlands. In 1681 Charles II had granted Quaker William Penn the province of Pennsylvania in repayment for a debt. Founded by Penn as a place for religious tolerance, Pennsylvania attracted thousands of English, Lutheran Germans, Quakers, Moravians, Scots-Irish Presbyterians, Irish Catholics, and enslaved Africans. By the time Ben arrived, the City of Brotherly Love had six thousand residents and would soon become the fastest-growing commercial center in North America. While a recent recession in Britain left abandoned houses and empty lots in Philadelphia’s broad streets, the community was still lined with shops, taverns, and brick-front homes. Moreover, the port on the Delaware bustled with stores of wheat, flour, biscuit, barrels of beef and port, butter, cheese, cider, and apples for trade with England and the West Indies. Despite Philadelphia’s busy port and expanding size, the city had just two printers.

The first was the crotchety Samuel Keimer; the second Andrew Bradford, publisher of the American Mercury newspaper. Only Keimer had an opening. In desperation Ben had accepted the job but immediately had misgivings about his employer, whom he later described as an “odd fish, ignorant, rude . . . and a little knavish.” Disheartening, too, was Keimer’s shop, equipped only with an “old shattered press and one small worn-out fount of English.” The shop was greatly inferior to his brother James’s printing house in Boston, but at least it provided paying work.4

Chances are Ben did not describe to the Reads the intrigues at the Courant that prompted his flight from Boston. By the usual terms of colonial apprentice contracts Ben, then only seventeen, still owed years of service until his twenty-first birthday. Deborah may have wondered about that, but it was not her place to ask. Such questions were left to her father, John. If questioned, Ben would have mentioned that his brother James whipped him when he made a mistake and how deeply he resented it. Nearly five decades later, Ben’s Autobiography reflected his youthful anger. For James, “though a brother . . . considered himself my master.”5

As a boarder at the Reads’, Ben was polite, well-behaved, and friendly. His weekdays were spent working at Keimer’s and his nights reading books by candlelight in his room. Gradually, as he became more acquainted with Deborah, he found her not only attractive but endowed with a convivial, cheerful personality. Only one portrait of Deborah exists. Commissioned by Ben and painted by an unknown American artist, when his wife was in her early fifties, the painting was later copied in oil by Benjamin Wilson in England. In the portrait Deborah was depicted as a plump, chestnut-haired brunette with blue eyes, slightly coarse features, and a firm expression—an attractive, or “handsome” woman, in the terms of her era, but probably not beautiful. Nevertheless, as one of the daughters of a moderately prosperous carpenter, Deborah had a dowry, an advantage the pragmatic Ben must have known about.

Occasionally Ben must have entertained Deborah with stories. One of his favorites was his description of himself as a foolish child who finally saved enough money to buy a longed-for whistle, only to be teased by his older siblings for paying too much. In another Ben told how he rescued a drunken passenger who fell off a boat. Once again aboard, the gasping man asked Ben to dry out his book. Coincidentally it turned out to be one of his favorites, John Bunyan’s moralistic Pilgrim’s Progress.

Ben never seemed to run out of stories about his youthful ventures. His most brazen involved letters he wrote in a woman’s voice, which appeared in his brother James’s New England Courant. Known as Silence Dogood, Ben’s fictitious character was a widow devoted to exposing the intolerance of dour clergymen like Cotton Mather and the hypocrisies of prim Bostonians. Nothing corrupt, unfair, or vain escaped the widow’s sharp eye, among them alcoholism, women’s lack of education, and the folly of fashionable hoop skirts. James, who assumed the letters were penned by a distinguished citizen, had published them to an enthusiastic readership.

One of Silence’s most titillating letters defended prostitutes. “Night-walkers are a set of people who contribute very much to the health and satisfaction of those who have been fatigued with business or study,” Ben had declared in Silence’s voice. The “widow” even insisted that prostitutes were an economic asset to the community. “Men of business, the shoemakers and other dealers in leather are doubly obliged to them . . . as they exceedingly promote the consumption of their wares.” When a shoemaker was asked how long a nightwalker’s shoes might last, he replied that “he knew how many days she might wear them but not how many nights,” for that depended upon “how many hours she spent on the streets.”6

When James eventually discovered that his brother had authored Silence’s letters, he exploded and accused Ben of becoming conceited from the praise they received.

Given the racy subject of the widow’s “nightwalker” letter, Ben may not have shared it with Deborah. Not that it mattered, for the young woman was already fascinated by his wit, worldliness, and liberal ideas. None of the young men she knew were like Ben. Rarely did they travel to other colonies, their days spent learning a trade, shopkeeping, or working at the port on the Delaware. Deborah’s life was equally provincial, limited to domestic chores, church meetings, and friends. The Reads, like other Pennsylvanians, owned a household slave, but Deborah’s mother, Sarah, taught her to cook, clean, weave, and sew clothes. Like other daughters of tradesmen, she had also learned to read and write but not spell, since that was considered unnecessary for women. Deborah, however, became adept at bookkeeping, a skill Sarah probably taught her to keep the ledgers for her homemade ointment and salve business.

In contrast, Ben, who had been trained as a printer, was fascinated with books and considered them so important that he had his collection shipped from Boston to Philadelphia. Already well read by the time he arrived there, his literary tastes ranged from Homer, Plutarch, Shakespeare, Bunyan, and Hobbes to contemporary English writers Jonathan Swift, William Congreve, and Alexander Pope. As a child Ben had been so drawn to books that his father, Josiah, intending him for the ministry, sent him to the Boston Latin School.

Ben excelled there, but after Josiah discovered that Ben disliked formal religion and avoided attending church, he removed his son from school and insisted he learn a trade. To the youth, books were a lifeline to a world outside the narrow constraints of puritanical Boston, a means of stimulating his imagination and widening his ambitions. While apprenticing to James, Ben read through his library, then persuaded other Boston apprentices to “borrow” books from the libraries of their masters.

Ben’s literary bent soon enabled him to befriend other young Philadelphians who were “lovers of reading.”7 Often they met after work in taverns to discuss books. On Sundays they strolled the grassy banks of the Schuylkill to compare the ideas promoted in those volumes. To today’s reader, the education gap between Ben and Deborah may suggest incompatibility, but not in colonial America. A woman’s place was in the home.

Deborah was not the only one who admired Ben. Soon after moving to the Reads’ home, Ben’s brother-in-law, the sea captain Robert Holmes, shared Ben’s letter praising Philadelphia to Pennsylvania’s Lieutenant Governor William Keith. The official was so impressed with Ben’s writing he declared him “a young man of promising parts, who should be encouraged.”8 Soon afterward, the elegantly dressed and bewigged lieutenant governor and his aide, Colonel John French, a former Speaker of the Delaware Assembly, arrived at Keimer’s shop one day. To the printer’s astonishment, the two officials brushed past him and asked for Ben.

“I was not a little surprised and Keimer stared like a pig poisoned,” Ben gleefully recalled.9 After whisking the young man off to a tavern for a glass of Madeira, the officials insisted they intended to support Ben’s establishment of his own print shop. To ensure its success, they promised to use their “interest and influence in procuring the public [government] business.”10 There was only one caveat: Ben must ask his father to fund his shop. The youth was thrilled.

In late April 1725 Ben sailed to Boston with Sir Keith’s flattering proposal in hand, worried that Josiah would think the venture impractical. He also wondered how his parent would receive him, for when Ben bolted from Boston, he had upset the extended Franklin clan. Deborah had her own worries, because by then she was attracted to Ben, if not already in love with him. As he recalled in his Autobiography, “I had made some courtship to Miss Read. I had a great respect and affection for her, and had some reason to believe she had the same for me.”11

Ben’s journey to Boston was ultimately disappointing. His parents and other relatives had warmly welcomed him, but again he offended James. Determined to avenge himself, Ben had arrived at the Courant puffed up with self-importance. Mocking himself years later in his Autobiography, Ben admitted he was “dressed better than ever while in his service, having a genteel new suit . . . a watch and my pockets lined with near five pounds sterling in silver.” However, James was unimpressed and received Ben “not very frankly, looked me over and turned to his work again.”12 Despite the snub, the Courant’s journeymen crowded around Ben and asked him about Philadelphia. Gloating, Ben praised the town, displayed his watch, and presented the workers with silver coins for drinks.

Ben’s visit to the Franklins’ three-story clapboard home on the corner of Union and Hanover Streets was equally unsettling. At first Josiah seemed surprised by Sir Keith’s proposal and praised Ben for “advancing in so short a time,” but privately he questioned the sincerity of the proposal.13 Ben returned to Philadelphia empty-handed. Josiah had agreed to help establish his printing shop, but only after his son turned twenty-one.

Sir Keith, who often invited Ben for dinners and for whom “setting me up was always mentioned as a fixed thing,” then proposed a new idea.14 “Since he [Josiah] will not set you up, says he, I will do it myself.”15 Initially, the lieutenant governor offered to buy printing equipment for Ben in London but then changed his mind. Instead he promised to fund Ben’s trip to England so that he could select the equipment himself. Ben was thrilled, because to learn the latest advances in London would make him one of the most expert printers in North America. Sir Keith ordered him to sail on the London Hope on November 5. There was only one obstacle, for Ben planned to marry Deborah.

Whatever turmoil that stirred in the couple was promptly put aside when on September 2 Deborah’s forty-seven-year-old father died. His death must have stunned Sarah, for soon afterward she insisted to her daughter and Ben that she felt it “most prudent” to postpone the wedding. The young lovers were still very young. Besides, Ben was “barely eighteen” and “about to take a long voyage.” The marriage “if it was to take place would be more convenient” after his return.16

The reader can only imagine Deborah’s despair. In a matter of days, one of the two important men in her life had died and the second was about to leave. Added to that was the Reads’ sudden loss of income. Although John was considered “a man of some substance, owning two adjacent lots and two houses on High [Market] Street,” and his estate was valued at a moderate eighty-eight pounds, British law allowed a widow only a third of her husband’s property.17 Moreover, because John had left debts, Sarah began hawking her ointments and salves more aggressively and probably relied on Deborah for assistance.

Meanwhile Ben, ecstatic with the idea of sailing to England, fancied he was destined to become a great success. Years later his Poor Richard’s Almanack warned readers about the dangers of high hopes. “Blessed be he who expects nothing, for he will never be disappointed.” Then in a more folksy version, “Cut the wings of your hopes and your hens, let they lead you to weary dance after them.”18

On November 5, after “interchanging some promises with Miss Read,” Ben agreed to write frequently from London. Deborah had no reason to doubt him. Before departing, he repeated his intention to marry her “when I should be, as I expected, set up in my business.”19

Among Sir Keith’s promises were letters of credit that would fund the journey and still others that recommended Ben to his English friends. But as soon as Ben boarded the ironically named London Hope, he realized the letters were missing. Initially he assumed it was an oversight. Surely Sir Keith would send them when the ship stopped in New Castle, Delaware, before heading into the Atlantic.

Hours before the ship was to sail from Delaware, an aide to the lieutenant governor came aboard and promised delivery of the letters. Still Ben did not see them, and once the London Hope was at sea, he asked Captain Annis for them. Important documents, the captain replied, were stored in a mail pouch for safekeeping but would be retrieved just before they landed. When the ship finally approached England, Ben obtained the pouch and rifled through it. Nothing was there from Sir Keith.

In a panic, Ben expressed his rage and predicament to fellow passenger Thomas Denham, a Quaker merchant from Philadelphia. With a wry smile, the older man “let me into Keith’s character, told me there was not the least probability that he had written any letters for me, that no one who knew him had the smallest dependence on him . . . laughed at the notion of the governor giving me a letter of credit, having no credit to give.”20 Immediately, the merchant suggested Ben find work at one of London’s printing houses.

A half-century later Ben described Sir Keith as a well-meaning man and attributed his betrayal to a character flaw. The official was a people pleaser, who “having little to give . . . he gave expectations.”21 To Ben it was a stern lesson in self-sufficiency. “In things of moment, on thy self depend / Nor trust too far thy servant or thy friend,” Ben later wrote in the Almanack.22

Soon he found a job at the Samuel Palmers publishing house. His friend, the poetic James Ralph who had accompanied him to London, had failed to find work as an actor and writer, so Ben paid the rent for their shared rooms. James, meanwhile, dazzled by London’s wide offering of plays and other entertainments, gadded about town and enticed Ben to join him—until Ben realized the costs.

James’s giddiness also extended to his personal relations. Having deliberately abandoned his wife and child in Philadelphia, he persuaded Ben to forget his commitment to Deborah. “I never wrote but one letter and that was to let her know I was not likely soon to return,” Ben admitted. The letter, he added, “was another of the great errata [a printer’s term for error] of my life which I should wish to correct if I were to live it over again.”23

By late spring 1725 Deborah had received the letter. She was heartbroken. How could he forget her? Part of her wanted to wait for Ben, but for how long? Her mother, other relatives, and friends pointed out he might never return. Moreover, since Deborah was of marriageable age, they reminded her she had no time to waste. After weeks of tears and regrets her “friends [mother, relatives, and confidants], despairing with reason of my [Ben’s] return,” finally persuaded Deborah to accept other suitors. Among them was a sweet-talking English potter named John Rogers, whom her family and friends “persuaded her to marry.”24 On August 5, 1725, Deborah wed Rogers at Philadelphia’s Anglican Christ Church.

Ben, meanwhile, pursued other women in London. One of his favorites was a Mrs. T, who boarded with her child in the same house where he and James lived. A “genteelly bred” milliner who kept a shop in fashionable Chelsea, Ben thought her “sensible . . . lively and of most pleasing conversation.”25 Mrs. T, however, favored James, and after they became lovers, they moved to different quarters. Unable to find work in London, James found a teaching job sixty miles from the city.

In his absence, Mrs. T appealed to Ben for money to help with her struggling finances. “I grew fond of her company and being at this time under no religious restraints and presuming on my importance to her, I attempted familiarities (another Erratum),” he recalled. The woman was appalled and after showing a “proper resentment,” wrote James about Ben’s behavior.26 Storming back to London, James confronted his friend and claimed Ben’s dishonesty so enraged him that he refused to pay his debts. For Ben it was another lesson on the importance of financial independence. “If you’d know the value of money, go and borrow some” he later warned readers of Poor Richard’s Almanack.27

Ben soon found a better job at the publishing company of John Watts in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. London was then in the midst of a golden literary age. Publishers churned out pamphlets and essays in the style of Steele and Addison’s Tatler, satirists like Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift debunked social customs, and editorial cartoonists like Hogarth illustrated the follies of society. Fascinated, Ben frequented London’s coffeehouses and taverns where distinguished writers, editors, and thinkers met to debate current events. By late 1726, despite his acquaintance with men like writer-philosopher Bernard Mandeville, botanist and secretary of the Royal Society Sir Hans Sloane, and future publisher of the London Magazine Charles Ackers, he claimed that he had “tired of London, remembered with pleasure the happy months . . . spent in Pennsylvania and wished again to see it.”28

Deborah must have been part of those memories, although Ben’s Autobiography never explained what he meant by those “happy months.” During his trip to London he remained friendly with Thomas Denham, whom he had met on his voyage. The merchant persuaded Ben to give up printing with the promise of joining his importing business back in Philadelphia. So kind and fatherly was Denham, even loaning Ben money for the passage home, that the young printer agreed. On October 11, 1726, after nearly three months at sea, their ship finally arrived in Philadelphia.

During Ben’s eighteen months abroad, circumstances for some of his friends and acquaintances had changed. Surprisingly, his old boss Keimer “now had a better house, a shop well supplied . . . plenty of new type . . . and seemed to have a great deal of business.” In contrast Sir Keith was no longer the deputy governor. Once Ben saw him walking by as an ordinary citizen and almost stopped to greet him. The former official saw him too but “seemed a little ashamed to see me but passed without saying anything.”29

Even more painful was seeing Deborah again. Soon after her marriage to Rogers she learned he had a wife and child in England, and she angrily declared she would no longer live with him or bear his name. After that Rogers disappeared.

Knowing that must have made Ben’s first trip to the Reads awkward. Even so, he later claimed in his Autobiography that “a friendly correspondence as neighbors and old acquaintances had continued between me and Mrs. Read’s family, who all had a regard for me from the time of my first lodging in their home.” They were remarkably forgiving toward the man who had jilted Deborah, but Ben claimed he was “often invited there and consulted in their affairs, wherein I sometimes was of service.”30 More than likely he offered Mrs. Read financial advice, for by 1728 Ben and a partner had established a successful printing business.

Even so, Deborah remained in the background. No longer was she the high-spirited, sociable, and trusting young woman Ben had left behind but was “generally dejected, seldom cheerful and avoided company.”31 It was understandable, for Rogers had not only squandered her dowry but was also rumored to be in heavy debt. Legally Deborah was still his wife, but without proof of Rogers’s earlier marriage, she could not obtain an annulment. Nor did the Colony of Pennsylvania provide recourse for a divorce. Despite her predicament, she still loved Ben even though a marriage to him now seemed impossible.






2

“A Man and Not an Angel”

ONE SUMMER DAY IN 1730, as Ben visited with the Reads, he told Sarah that he blamed himself for Deborah’s plight. Guiltily, he confessed that “his giddiness and inconstancy when in London [was] in a great degree the cause of her unhappiness.”1 Privately, Deborah must have agreed.

To Ben’s surprise, Deborah’s mother “was good enough to think the fault more her own than mine.” It was she, after all, who “had prevented our marrying before I went thither” and in Ben’s absence, “persuaded the other match.”2 Sarah’s words spread over Ben like one of her medicinal ointments, soothing the guilt he felt about Deborah since returning from London.

“Soon afterwards our affection was revived,” Ben recalled. Like other key emotional moments in his writings, Ben omitted the details of his reconciliation with Deborah. What motivated him? Was he still attracted to his former sweetheart, perhaps even passionately so? Or was there a practical reason for his renewed interest in Deborah? Historians have never been able to settle upon an answer. The only comment Ben wrote in his Autobiography reads, “I took her to wife September 1, 1730.”3

There was no church wedding. Deborah simply moved into Ben’s rented house on the north side of Market Street at Second in a “common law” marriage. Informal unions like that were not unusual, even in Quaker-dominated Philadelphia. Pragmatically, Deborah had no other option. She was still Rogers’s wife, so a legal marriage was out of the question. Still, as Ben recalled in his Autobiography, there were “great objections to our union.”4 Among the reasons were rumors that Rogers, who fled to the West Indies, had died in a barroom brawl. If that could be proven and Ben married Deborah, he could be liable for Rogers’s debts. Had she and Ben formally wed and Rogers then reappeared, the couple would have been convicted of bigamy, subjected to thirty-nine lashes on their bare backs and imprisoned with hard labor for life.

“We ventured however, over all these difficulties . . . [and] none of the inconveniences happened.” Deborah “proved a good and faithful helpmate . . . we throve together and have ever mutually endeavored to make each other happy,” Ben wrote decades later. “Thus I corrected that great erratum as well as I could.”5

In comparison to Deborah’s disastrous first marriage, her second one seemed promising. As a bride she lived with Ben in his rented house just down the street from her widowed mother and siblings. From the first days of their union, Deborah exuded pride in her husband. No longer was Ben the unsettled young man who once boarded at her parents’ home. By the time he married, he had become a respected businessman, owner of the Pennsylvania Gazette, a print shop, and a stationery store that he ran from his home.

As he had matured Ben learned that being “industrious and frugal” was not enough. It was also important to appear that way. “I dressed plainly; I was seen at no
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