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In the Affairs of this World,

Men are saved,

not by Faith,

but by the Want of it.

POOR RICHARD’S ALMANAC, 1754


 
INTRODUCTION

ONE DAY IN APRIL 1755, BENJAMIN FRANKLIN WAS RIDING ON A country lane in Maryland with his son, William, and some other gentlemen, when he suddenly saw in the valley below “a small whirlwind beginning in the road, and showing itself by the dust it raised.” Franklin spurred his horse as the whirlwind—at its base no larger than a barrel, but as much as thirty feet wide at the top—approached the group. “The rest of the company stood looking after it, but my curiosity being stronger, I followed it, riding close by its side. . . . As it is a common opinion that a shot, fired through a water-spout, will break it, I tried to break this little whirlwind, by striking my whip frequently through it, but without any effect.”

Franklin chased the whirlwind into a wooded area, where it began picking up leaves. “I accompanied it about three quarters of a mile, till some limbs of dead trees, broken off by the whirl, flying about and falling near me, made me more apprehensive of danger; and then I stopped, looking at the top of it as it went on, which was visible, by means of the leaves contained in it, for a very great height above the trees.” Franklin rode back to join his companions, who had halted in the road to enjoy watching his pursuit. “Upon my asking Colonel Tasker if such whirlwinds were common in Maryland, he answered pleasantly: ‘No, not at all common; but we got this on purpose to treat Mr. Franklin.’ ”

“The rest of the company stood looking after it, but my curiosity being stronger, I followed it, riding close by its side.” This comment can function, suggests biographer Carl Van Doren, as a declaration of Franklin’s scientific philosophy: where most people gave, at best, only passing thought to unexplained natural phenomena, Franklin was endlessly intrigued. Whirlwinds and waterspouts, storms, the principles of heat and ventilation, oil’s calming effect on water, the mysterious Gulf Stream, electricity that “enters and leaves its temporary homes, always returning to itself unaltered”—these were among the subtle actions of nature for which he maintained a lifelong fascination, from his boyhood experiments with swimming “palettes” in a Boston mill pond to his delight, decades later as a statesman in Paris, in the novelty of balloon flight.

Franklin’s success, as a diplomat and one of our nation’s founders, is often credited to his supreme cool—his ability to remain above the fray, to act in the broad interest of conciliation, to say only what was helpful or required and no more. Science was always a different story. With its indifference to sentiment and its insistence on observable fact, it was for Franklin an ideal foil. “Nature alone met him on equal terms,” historian Carl Becker has said, “with a disinterestedness matching his own. . . .”

Of course, in an age when so much remained unknown about the workings of the physical world, prying into nature’s secrets could be risky. In December 1750, Franklin had invited some friends to his Philadelphia home to help him slaughter a turkey by electrocution for Christmas dinner, using a charge from two Leyden jars. An experienced printer, Franklin had powerful hands and was extremely dexterous. But, in this instance, allowing himself to be distracted by his guests, and not minding for a moment what surfaces he was touching, he “inadvertently took [the stored electricity] through my own arms and body, by receiving the fire from the united top wires with one hand while the other held a chain connected with the outsides of both jars. The company present . . . say that the flash was very great and the crack as loud as a pistol. I then felt what I know not well how to describe: a universal blow throughout my whole body from head to foot, which seemed within as well as without.” One of Franklin’s hands, “feeling like dead flesh,” instantly turned white, as if all the blood had been driven out. He may have had this experience in mind when he later speculated, a bit naïvely, that the effect of being struck by a lightning bolt might be approximated by wiring up several Leyden jars.

Even so near a brush with death did not inhibit his interest in electrical experiments or diminish his essential optimism. “We learn by chess,” observed Franklin, a dedicated player of the game, “the habit of not being discouraged by present appearances in the state of our affairs, the habit of hoping for a favorable change, and that of persevering in the search for resources.”

Franklin’s inquisitiveness about nature was matched by his disdain for the continual upheaval he found in human society. Much of his life, as a printer, publisher, and inventor, as a civic leader, and as a statesman, was spent trying to replace chaos with order—creating a program to keep the streets clean, a volunteer fire department, a young men’s improvement society, a lending library, a plan to ally the American colonies. It was probably a union of these two impulses—his interest in investigating that which had not yet been adequately explained, and the urge to fix what could bear improvement—that drew his attention initially to the phenomena of thunder and lightning and led to his greatest invention, the lightning rod.

Thunderstorms “inflam’d my Curiosity,” he once said. Representing nature on a vast scale and at its most frightening and enigmatic, storms became a particular subject of interest to Franklin during his early years in Philadelphia in the 1730s, when he was publisher of the Pennsylvania Gazette and was beginning his public life. Little or nothing was known about lightning, whose true nature was then shrouded by centuries of superstition. When, in summer, lightning flickered over the New Jersey shore of the Delaware River, Franklin paused to watch its zigzag path across the sky. He took note of the manner in which it destroyed trees and chimneys, and calculated its downward course to the ground from the tops of church steeples. He filled the Gazette with accounts of the “mischief of thunder-gusts,” and later—to the dismay of his wife, Deborah—rigged an apparatus that would bring lightning into their house and announce its arrival by tinkling some bells on the stairway landing.

“[On] Tuesday last the House of Mr. James Rogers was struck by Lightning,” Franklin reported in his paper on July 10, 1732.

It split down Part of the Chimney, went through the Room where he was sitting with his Children, but without hurting any of them; and entring into the Cellar, fir’d a full Hogshead of Rum which stood under an Arch, and bursting out the Head, the whole Cellar was instantly fill’d with Flames which pour’d out at the Windows. There was several hundred weight of Butter in Tubs, which melted and took fire also. . . . After the Fire was out, it was so hot as not to be tolerable to the Feet and Legs of those who would have gone in.

But “mischief” could also connote more dire effects:

From Newcastle we hear that on Tuesday the 8th instant, the lightning fell upon a house within a few miles of that place, in which it killed 3 dogs, struck several persons deaf, and split a woman’s nose in a surprizing manner.

In the report of another incident, Franklin the journalist takes up a subject that would one day captivate Franklin the scientist—the way lightning, in a tiny fraction of a second, chooses its route through the available conductors in an edifice it has struck:

On Sunday the 28th past, about three Miles from this City, a Clap of Thunder fell upon the House of the Widow Mifflin, struck down part of the Top of the Chimney, and split it down several Feet; tore and shattered the Roof, split a Rafter, and broke it off in two Places: and struck off the Plaistering with part of the Brick Wall in the inside of a lower Room, broke the Splinters of the Window Frame and melted the Lead; another Story lower several Splinters of the wood frame were broke off, some of the Glass broke, and Lead melted; and a Lad who stood in a Porch near the Window, was struck down, and burnt badly in a Streak about the Breadth of one’s Hand, from the Side of his Face down to the Calf of his Leg; but in no way hurt any part of his Clothes.

Franklin included lightning stories in his paper because they made for interesting, sometimes humorous, copy. At times, he almost humanized the thunderbolts, as if they were reckless or prankish children. “Mischief”—the word he used to describe lightning’s destructive nature—was the same term he applied to human situations he thought both regrettable and avoidable: the theft of a horse left untethered, the disruption in a household caused by a runaway servant, the animosity between residents and billeted British troops in his native Boston. No wonder, then, that his lightning rod was ultimately said to have “tamed” lightning.

Because of his work with electricity, Franklin was popularly viewed, especially in England, where he served as colonial agent, and later in France, where he was foreign minister for the burgeoning United States, as a kind of genial sorcerer. But many of his scientific contemporaries saw him in more exalted terms, and acclaimed him as another Galileo, Newton, or Copernicus. Franklin was not the deep theorist these men had been, but his lightning rod—some called them “Franklin rods”—represented the fulfillment of two important strands of eighteenth-century scientific thought: the belief that science should be based on empiricism, that which could be observed, and the confidence that an empirical approach to science would lead to the development of innovations beneficial to mankind. What made Franklin’s achievement especially remarkable in European eyes was that he was an American, at a time when natural philosophers across the Atlantic looked to the New World for botanical curiosities and snake skins and not much else, when the very term “American” still connoted a coarse frontiersman.

“The usual portrayal of Franklin presents him as a political figure who, in his spare time, dabbled in science,” the historian I. Bernard Cohen has said. “His own century, on the other hand, considered him a scientist who had entered the arena of international politics.” Diplomat, publisher, satirist, revolutionary, Franklin did many things well. Future generations came to know him best—thanks in large part to his own posthumously published Autobiography—as the son of a Boston candle-maker who, by dint of ambition, hard work, and self-discipline, rose to world fame and influence in spite of what he called his “low beginning.” As Cohen suggests, however, what has always been inadequately acknowledged is that Franklin’s initial world fame rested not on his wit or his accomplishments in public affairs: It was based on his discoveries in electricity and his invention of one of the most useful and symbolically important conveniences in human history.

Through Franklin’s lightning rod and his leading role in fostering American independence, mankind found in him both a philosopher who banished superstition and a revolutionary who humbled kings. “He snatched lightning from the sky and the scepter from tyrants,” the French economist Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot famously observed of America’s “electric ambassador” to the court of France. In this way, Franklin and his lightning rod became a popular metaphor for the late Enlightenment and the emerging faith that society, by emulating science’s rationalism, would itself be transformed. The eighteenth century’s iconography of revolution is replete with examples of knowledge and liberation transmitted by electric spark. Just as Michelangelo’s God passes the gift of life to Adam with his fingertips, Franklin, in a celebrated painting by Benjamin West, returns to confront the Almighty. Surrounded by cherubic helpers, his white hair whipping in the storm, Franklin uses a kite and a key to gather electricity from a thunderbolt, bringing to earth the light of Reason and sparking the modern age.

Today, it is difficult to appreciate how dramatically innovative Franklin’s ideas were in 1750, when electricity itself was barely understood. His proof that the august powers of thunder and lightning were, in reality, only a variation of the “spark and snap” experiments he conducted on a tabletop in his Philadelphia home constituted a major scientific breakthrough. But it was also much more. For its cultural significance, this discovery’s impact on the eighteenth century has been compared to that of the atom bomb in the twentieth, and described as a moment in human history as epochal as the birth of Christ.
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The lightning rod, however, did not become so encouraging a beacon to mankind without first meeting fierce resistance. The idea that either a resentful God or “diabolical agency” directed lightning bolts was a deeply ingrained belief; violent storms, it was thought, could best be dispelled by the ringing of specially “baptized” church bells and the mumbling of prayers. Lightning rods, which reinterpreted, or perhaps even voided, the relationship between God and his human supplicants, were thus heretical. In 1755, Boston’s clergy went so far as to accuse Franklin of being responsible for a destructive New England earthquake, for surely the rods were acting to deflect heaven’s “resentment” into the ground. The device thus raised questions the world was at first unsure of how to answer: Did humanity have the right to defend itself from threatening weather, disease, or other calamities long deemed providential? If so, how was such a new insight about man’s relationship with nature to be assimilated into the sustaining power of faith? And if lightning really was a natural force, what was it exactly, and could it be safely scrutinized and measured?

In England, Franklin and his invention became enmeshed in a bitter scientific controversy involving King George III. Around the same time, in rural France, a sensational court case over a man’s right to safeguard his house from lightning brought to the fore a brash young attorney, Maximilien de Robespierre. And late in life the famous Franklin, having given the world a rod that “governed” thunder, was handed the dangerous public assignment of passing judgment on a rod that appeared to control human health and well-being, one wielded by a man whose popularity in Europe rivaled his own—the charismatic Franz Anton Mesmer.

Two and a half centuries after Franklin first installed a lightning rod on a Philadelphia rooftop, the Enlightenment’s special reverence for it as an icon of change is largely forgotten. Yet the questions it raised—of reason and faith, liberty and tyranny, science and superstition—persist, while the spark at the lightning rod’s tip, glowing from Franklin’s century to ours, reminds us that we must sometimes be willing to confront those things we fear most.

Curiosity, courage, and their rewards, then, are the subjects of this book: how a man with no formal scientific training, asking questions and feeling his way as he went, probed the enigma of electricity and wound up explaining it; how his approach to science enabled him to accomplish so much in other spheres; and how the lightning rod became a model for human liberation, and helped make Franklin’s life, and the founding of the United States, two of the Enlightenment’s exemplary attainments.
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BENJAMIN FRANKLIN WAS BORN IN BOSTON ON JANUARY 17, 1706, THE fifteenth of the seventeen children of Josiah Franklin, and the eighth child of his father’s second wife, Abiah Folger. The Franklins lived on Milk Street, across from the South Church, where Josiah was a leading member of the congregation. Ben was carried across the street and baptized there on the day of his birth. The Franklins ran a soap- and candle-making business, and Josiah was also active in the community; he had served as a constable of the town watch and also in the public markets, neighbors sometimes came to him for advice, and the son would recall that his father’s “great Excellence lay in a sound Understanding and solid Judgment in prudential Matters, both in private and publick Affairs.”

While still a toddler, Ben struck his parents as having the bearing of a scholar. “I do not remember when I could not read,” Franklin later said. An uncle (also named Benjamin) who resided with the Franklins, and who took a special interest in his namesake, perceived something remarkable about his clever nephew, and wrote of the boy, “If the Buds are so precious what may we expect when the fruit is ripe?” Josiah prided himself that his youngest son might possess the makings of a clergyman, although Ben’s unsuitability for the role manifested itself early on in ways large and small, such as when he suggested to his father that if all the meat being salted for the family’s winter provisions was blessed at once, the family might avoid having to say grace at each meal and “it would be a vast saving of time.” In any event, the prerequisite education for the clerical calling proved too costly, and after completing barely two years of school, Ben was put to work in the family shop.

Boston in the early 1700s was a thriving port of about ten thousand inhabitants, the third largest shipping mecca in the British empire, with fifteen shipyards and hundreds of wharves that teemed night and day with the loading and off-loading of goods and passengers. Ben was smitten with the magnificent sight of ships—the packets, cargo vessels, and men-of-war that stood shoulder-to-shoulder at the docks, their vast sails filling the sky. The town’s seafaring character, with its inlets, rivers, bays, ponds, and coves, engendered in him a lifelong affection for boats and the sea. “Living near the water, I was in and about it, learnt early to swim well, and to manage boats,” he recalled. As the adolescent leader of a ragtag army of boys who played around the large mill pond that began just beyond his father’s shop, Ben became dissatisfied with the speed he could obtain through his regular swimming strokes and experimented with ways to improve his efficiency by attaching “palettes” (flippers) to his hands and feet. Already a deft observer of the movements of air, water, and wind, he also conceived of a most uncommon experiment, flying a kite while submerged in the water. “Having then engaged another boy to carry my clothes around the pond, I began to cross the pond with my kite, which carried me quite over without the least fatigue and with the greatest pleasure imaginable.” As the kite drew him swiftly from one side of the pond to the other, a band of excited youngsters ran along the shore, shouting and encouraging his progress.

One of Josiah Franklin’s other sons, also named Josiah, had been lost at sea, and the father, concerned about Ben’s evident fondness for ships, sought to head off any seafaring inclinations the young boy might have. But Ben was clearly apathetic about work in the family trade, and the candle shop was not without dangers of its own: the boiling vat Ben was made to stir was the very one in which another brother, an infant named Ebenezer, had earlier drowned. “Under Apprehensions that if he did not find [a job] for me more agreeable, I should break away and get to Sea, as his Son Josiah had done to his great Vexation,” Franklin later wrote, Josiah determined to establish Ben in a trade. After a brief, unhappy turn at a cutlery shop, Ben signed papers of apprenticeship to a printing business owned by his older brother James.

James Franklin, nine years older than Ben, was a worldly sophisticate by Boston standards. In 1717 he had visited London, where he had been inspired by English satirists such as Joseph Addison, the Irish-born Jonathan Swift, and Daniel Defoe, and by the chatter of anti-authoritarian opinion in London’s Grub Street coffeehouses. James probably knew his kid brother and new apprentice only marginally, although it immediately became clear that Ben possessed the attributes necessary for work in a print shop—manual dexterity, mental quickness, and physical strength. As Ben would remember, “In a little time I made great proficiency in the business, and became a useful hand to my brother.” He also dipped hungrily into James’s library, devouring books on arithmetic and navigation as well as the many pamphlets and sermons James printed that argued prevailing notions of theology, Deism, and natural philosophy. He read the third Earl of Shaftesbury’s writings urging moderation in human affairs and an end to religious zealotry, John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Daniel Defoe’s Essay on Projects, and Cotton Mather’s Bonifacius: An Essay Upon the Good—books that “perhaps gave me a Turn of Thinking that had an Influence on some of the principal future Events of my Life.”

In these books, Ben discovered a world of ideas to absorb and act upon. By the time he was a teenager, he had declared himself a vegetarian, perfected a “scientific” method of swimming, adopted Socratic inquiry as a means of arriving at truth, and embraced Deism, the belief that the world had been made by a gifted supreme being who was no longer a living feature of the cosmos. This deus absconditus, apparently pleased with his creation, had left it to its own devices; the Deists believed that God’s endowment to mankind was reason and the practice of benevolence toward others, and that Truth resided not in biblical aphorism but in nature.

The age in which Ben Franklin grew up, the early Enlightenment, was a time of expanding faith in individual experience and self-determination, an era of enlarged human curiosity, when advances in natural philosophy, science, and technology were curbing man’s reliance on magical or religious explanations for life’s hardships. Like all such epochs of cultural transition, it arose from sources both subtle and diverse, but certainly the English philosophers of the seventeenth century and their Scientific Revolution had helped set the stage. Its founding concepts lay in the ideas of Francis Bacon, who promoted the value of experimentation and promised that work in pure science would lead to useful applications, and those of John Locke, who urged that true knowledge came not from a perfected obedience to inherited beliefs but from mankind’s environment, as well as from the instruments that made new forms of observation possible, such as the microscope.

Hovering majestically above all was Isaac Newton, the guiding scientific thinker of his day, who showed in his Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, published in 1687 and known as the Principia, that the functions of the universe were governed by mathematics. Copernicus had made the sun, not earth, the center of the universe; Johannes Kepler described the planets’ orbits as ellipses; but where others glimpsed a corner of the tapestry, Newton saw that the whole—earth and heavens alike—was a single system, bound by physical laws. “The new [Newtonian] mechanics was the first example of a modern science in its full development,” historian Dirk J. Struik notes, “equipped with a convincing set of axioms, a logical method, a developed technique and the power of forecasting events. Even those who could not master the details could admire and follow its general approach.” As Voltaire, who helped introduce Newton’s ideas in France, observed, “Very few people read Newton, but everybody talks about him.”

Such reorganization of human thought did not come altogether easily to the Boston of young Ben Franklin. New Englanders still lived to a great extent in “an enchanted universe”—a place of dark, impenetrable forests, vengeful thunderstorms, portentous comets, witches, and ghosts. A belief in providential events and omens was common, as was the idea that an ongoing battle between Satan and God ruled many features of daily life. For people who suffered from myriad poorly understood health issues, whose children died in great numbers, and who had no other means of comprehending the phenomenal world, providence and its signs offered at least the surety that man’s earthly trials had some purpose. “In place of unacceptable moral chaos,” writes the scholar Keith Thomas, “was erected the edifice of God’s omnipotent sovereignty,” a presence that seemed particularly reasonable given the Puritan assumption that God had a special interest in the fate of New England.

“Without doubt the Lord Jesus hath a peculiar respect unto this place, and for this people,” preached the influential Boston cleric Increase Mather. “Christ by a wonderful Providence hath dispossessed Satan, who reigned . . . in these Ends of the Earth for Ages . . . and here the Lord hath caused . . . New Jerusalem to come down from Heaven.”

This “peculiar respect,” however, contingent on the Puritans’ steadiness of faith, and known as the New England or Puritan covenant, seemed depleted of late. A bloody conflict with the Indians in 1675–78, known as King Philip’s War, had demoralized Massachusetts, Maine, Connecticut, and Rhode Island, and forced the settlers to recognize that they were capable of violent savagery equal to any the “savages” could offer. Fires among Boston’s wooden houses and narrow lanes had twice turned the city into a tinderbox, and in 1678 a deadly smallpox epidemic had arrived. In August 1682 a bright, portentous sign (soon to be known as “Halley’s comet”) crossed the New England sky, the mysterious celestial visitor raising what Increase Mather called “Heaven’s Alarm to the World.” In 1684 the long-standing charter of the Massachusetts Bay Colony was abrogated by the English crown, diminishing the hegemony of the Puritans and stirring political uncertainty. With disillusionment spreading, clergymen worried about increased Sabbath-breaking and even whispered about a rise in bestiality, a trespass so Godless it was punishable by death. Finally, in 1692–93, the infamous Salem witch trials occurred.
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In the witchcraft cases, twenty individuals were put to death, many on what was known as “spectral evidence”: confessions by those who said they were afflicted by specters, or accusations by people who claimed to have seen their neighbors assume the forms of devils and witches. Cotton Mather, Increase’s son and a ranking clergyman in his own right, was asked by the judges to write a defense of the need for the trials. Cotton made a nominal argument against the future reliance on spectral evidence, but he was unable to keep himself from defending the Puritan authorities as he lambasted others for Sabbath-breaking, adultery, and drunkenness. Public unease over the executions, and new doubts about the legality of spectral evidence as proof, helped lessen the likelihood of further witch trials, but Mather’s arrogant, scolding rant was long remembered.

Ben’s introduction to the new intellectual currents crossing the Atlantic, gained among his brother’s books, was timely, for in the spring of 1721 a crisis arrived that would test some of these principles and plunge Boston, the Mathers, and both Franklin brothers into a maelstrom.

Men and women of the early eighteenth century called smallpox “the speckled monster.” Of all illnesses it was perhaps the most horrific, turning its victims into hideous sufferers, their limbs scarred, their faces suppurating with diseased pustules. Several earlier outbreaks in Boston had led to strict rules for the quarantining of incoming ships and their crews, but there had been no local epidemic since 1702, and by 1721 many of the former precautions had been allowed to lapse. Thus an entire generation had grown up with no exposure to the disease when, on April 22, an epidemic rode into Boston Harbor aboard the H.M.S. Seahorse, en route from the West Indies. Within a few weeks the first cases of “the pox” were reported. Panic spread quickly across the Charles River to Cambridge, where Harvard canceled its June commencement exercises. As the disease claimed more victims, Governor Samuel Shute called for a day of fasting and humiliation on June 27 to combat whatever misdeeds “have stirred up the Anger of Heaven against us.”

No one watched these events more closely than Cotton Mather, the minister at Boston’s North Church. In 1713, Mather had written the first layman’s guide to the treatment of measles, only to see his second wife, Elizabeth, three of his children, and his maid succumb to the disease—all in the same month. Mather had already lost his three eldest children to illness in 1687, 1696, and 1699, and his first wife, Abigail, had died in the smallpox epidemic of 1702. In total, he would lose two wives and thirteen of his fifteen children to disease (or, in one case, a birth defect) and be survived by only two, Samuel and the roguish Increase, Jr., known as “Creasy,” who had recently devastated his father by dropping out of Harvard and “getting an Harlot big with a Bastard.”
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For some time Mather had nurtured an interest in a little-known method of disease prevention known as inoculation, which he had first learned of from his slave, Onesimus, who had come to Mather in 1707 as a gift from his congregation. Other slaves confirmed Onesimus’s claim that, in Africa, inoculation—inserting a small amount of diseased material into a vein to promote a mild case of smallpox so a greater one would be avoided—was practiced and had proven effective. In 1713 Mather had become one of the first Americans elected to the Royal Society of London, the most prestigious scientific organization in the world. (Its founding in 1662 was inspired by Bacon’s tenet that science be a collaborative undertaking. The Society’s motto, “Nullius in verba” [“On the word of no one!”], honored the idea that science must rest on observation.) Cotton sent eighty-two letters describing American natural curiosities and his experiments in corn hybridization to the Society between 1712 and 1724.

Mather saw not dissonance in the twin callings of science and faith, but a powerful unification. “[Natural] Philosophy is no Enemy, but a mighty and wondrous Incentive to Religion,” he wrote. “The Whole World is indeed a Temple of God, built and fill’d by that Almighty Architect.”

In 1699 the Royal Society had learned of early inoculation procedures in China, and beginning in spring 1714, accounts of inoculation began to appear in its publication, the Philosophical Transactions. A report by Dr. Emanuel Timonius, a graduate of Oxford, was paired in an edition of 1716 with an account by Dr. Jacobus Pylarinus, who had learned that inoculation was being practiced in Turkey. Mather also may have heard reports of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, wife of the British consul in Constantinople, who reported in 1717 that Turkish peasant women held “smallpox parties” for “engrafting” others with a minute amount of smallpox matter. In England, inoculation, known as “buying the small pocks,” was tested on prison inmates and began to gather adherents, although not quickly enough for Mather. “How does it come to pass that no more is done to bring this operation into experiment and into Fashion in England?” he demanded of a London correspondent in 1716. “For my own part, if I should live to see the Small-Pox again enter into our city, I would immediately procure a consult of our Physicians, to Introduce a Practice [inoculation], which may be of so very happy a Tendency.”

Mather was one of the few people in North America who had examined pustules of smallpox through a microscope, and even as from his pulpit he continued to deliver fiery jeremiads about sin and the providential calamities that awaited nonbelievers, he quietly came to embrace a most rational notion, later to be known as “germ theory,” the idea that pathogenic animalcules carry disease. “Every part of matter is peopled,” he wrote. “Every green leaf swarms with inhabitants. The surfaces of animals are covered with other animals. Yea, the most solid bodies, even marble itself, have innumerable cells, which are crowded with imperceptible inmates.” These tiny animals, breathed in by humans, he believed, could attack the body’s organs. By receiving inoculation in the arm, however, a person gave his body’s natural defenses an opportunity to confront the invader at a safe, manageable remove, before the organs could be reached.

When the 1721 outbreak occurred, Mather was ready to act on his vow to inoculate smallpox sufferers. He was, however, a divisive character to be advocating so controversial and unheard-of a practice. Overbearing and full of his own sense of destiny, he claimed to have once conversed with an angel, and was so consumed with holiness it was said he implored God’s grace even while urinating. The son of the town’s most well-known clergyman, an adolescent who had wrestled with and ultimately conquered a severe speech impediment, he was the kind of person who senses they are not well-liked yet cannot seem to avoid alienating others. Bostonians respected and probably feared him a bit, even as they found his personality intolerable.

In early June, when Mather wrote to suggest a program of inoculation to the members of Boston’s “medical community,” a loose fraternity of local learned men who, like Mather, dabbled at “physick,” opposition was voiced immediately by the town’s only academically trained physician, William Douglass. An opinionated Scotsman, Douglass was known for his hatred of the French, the Indians (he called them “manbrutes”), and most forms of civil or religious authority; like many people, he found the notion of curing someone by intentionally giving them a deadly disease counterintuitive. He also had little patience with nonprofessional medical practitioners, or “empyrikal quacks,” as he called them, and refused to be impressed by Mather’s scientific pretensions, openly doubting his membership in the Royal Society and lampooning a theory Mather had once published suggesting that certain migratory birds, departing New England in the fall, “repair to some undiscovered satellite” for the winter.

Douglass’s criticisms were a bit unfair. Due to the lack of trained physicians in the New World, it was common for clergy, midwives, ship’s surgeons, or anyone with a calming touch to attend to the sick and dying. And Mather’s eclectic interests were not unusual in a time when any natural philosopher worth the name was drawn to a wide range of subjects, from botany to medicine to astronomy.

Mather did have one ally in Zabdiel Boylston, a minister who, like Mather, had survived the 1702 epidemic. On June 26, 1721, Boylston inoculated his six-year-old son, Thomas, a thirty-six-year-old male slave named Jack, and the latter’s two-and-a-half-year-old son, Jacky, conducting the first known experiment in inoculation in the New World. Boylston soon reported that although his son suffered a fever as a result of the inoculation, the patients appeared to be doing well (all three survived the epidemic). “No one need fear, in this way, of having many Pustules, of being Scarred in their Face, or of ever having the Small-Pocks again,” Boylston wrote in the Boston Gazette.

However, a week later, on July 21, the town selectmen, unsure of inoculation’s medical value and concerned that white men should so readily accept a method based on “negroish evidence,” ordered Boylston to stop the inoculating. “It is caviled . . . that this New Way comes to us from the Heathen, and we Christians must not Learn the Way of the Heathen,” Mather noted privately. “Gentlemen Smoakers, I pray, whom did you learn to Smoke of?” But in the Boston News-Letter of July 24, William Douglass charged that the practice was reckless, calling Boylston incompetent and his Gazette article “a dangerous quack advertisement.” Douglass, who had originally lent Mather the Philosophical Transactions describing inoculation, now hotly demanded that Mather return his copies of the journal. On July 31, the Mathers—Cotton and Increase—joined by ministers Benjamin Colman, John Webb, William Cooper, and Thomas Prince, retaliated, publishing a letter in the Gazette that praised Boylston’s efforts. “Men of Piety and Learning, after much serious tho’t,” they wrote, “have come into the Opinion of the Safety of the faulted method of Inoculating the Smallpox; and being persuaded it may be a means of preserving a multitude of lives, they accept it with all thankfulness and joy as the gracious Discovery of a kind Providence to Mankind.” The public, increasingly disconsolate over the rising number of deaths, became only more confused by the disagreement among the learned men of the town. They were accustomed to being told that God sent disease as righteous punishment; now they were to understand he had sent the remedy.

Ben and James Franklin were to have an exacerbating effect on the dilemma. In August 1721, at the height of the epidemic, James launched a new weekly newspaper, The New-England Courant, the first newspaper in colonial America to publicly ridicule and challenge the governing authority. Among the paper’s contributors were William Douglass and John Checkley, an Oxford-educated apothecary. The Courant immediately became the voice of defiance in the inoculation controversy, sharply questioning the clergy’s leadership and Boylston’s actions. James mocked inoculation as only the latest in a pattern of clerical high-handedness in New England, from a mid-seventeenth-century assault on the Quakers to Increase Mather’s scribblings on the providence of comets, to the fairly recent witch crisis.

Since 1690 and the publication of Publick Occurrences, Boston’s first newspaper, which had been suppressed by the authorities after one issue, the local press had chosen to err on the side of the stodgy, careful never to give offense. The Gazette and the News-Letter limited themselves to publishing official proclamations, speeches from Parliament, and weeks-old news from abroad. By contrast, the Franklins’ Courant was “a vigorous little sheet,” featuring local news, editorials, and sometimes biting satire, such as its reprimand to churchgoers who did not sing in harmony or its ad for a fictitious pamphlet entitled “Hoop Petticoats arraigned and condemned by the Light of Nature and Law of God.” The Franklins and their colleagues knew they had made a splash when the News-Letter went out of its way to denounce the Courant as “a Notorious, Scandalous Paper . . . full freighted with Nonsense, Unmannerliness, Railery, Prophaneness, Immorality, Arrogancy, Calumnies, Lyes, Contradictions and what not, all tending to Quarrels and Divisions, and to Debauch and Corrupt the Minds and Manners of New England.”

Cotton Mather was particularly disappointed with the Franklin brothers (their father had at times sat in his congregation), while Increase allowed of James that “I cannot but pity poor Franklin, who though but a young man, it may be speedily he must appear before the judgment seat of God.” James Franklin in turn denounced the Mathers as “the directors of that wicked practice [inoculation],” along with Boylston (“the Inoculator”), and warned proverbially, “If the blind lead the blind, both fall into the Ditch.” Cotton Mather and his “hot-headed Trumpeters,” James charged, wanted the Courant put out of business so that “he may reign Detractor General over the whole Province, and do all the Mischief his ill Nature prompts him to.” Cotton replied that his attackers were only using the inoculation debate as an expedient means of assaulting the clergy. There was some truth to this, although the Courant’s actual protest seemed to be that those offering a risky new medical theory should not consider themselves above reproach. In the August 14 issue, Douglass pushed this point, sarcastically proposing that Boylston “inoculate,” i.e., murder, the Indians. Increase stepped in, castigating those who opposed his son as “known children of the wicked one.” Douglass fired back that Cotton should stick to facts because “railing is not reasoning in this country.” Cotton’s nephew, the Reverend Thomas Walter, called Checkley an “awkward Flogger.” Checkley replied that Walter was a drunk.

And on it went, the nasty brawl of words sending Mather to seek refuge in the pages of his diary. “Warnings are to be given unto the wicked Printer, and his Accomplices,” he wrote, “who every week publish a vile Paper to lessen and blacken the Ministers of the Town, and render their Ministry ineffectual. A Wickedness never parallel’d any where upon the Face of the Earth!” Encountering James Franklin in the street, he demanded that the Courant stop its editorial attacks, cautioning him that mocking the clergy would surely bring down God’s wrath. James, in the next issue of the Courant, wrote that what was really bothering Mather was that Bostonians had become more “disposed to give a fairer hearing to what they find in a News-Paper than in a Sermon.” In mid-November, a crude grenade was thrown through Mather’s window. The grenade, filled with turpentine and gunpowder, hissed and sputtered but failed to explode, so the master of the house was able to read the attached note: “Cotton Mather, You dog. Dam you: I’ll inoculate you with this, with a Pox to you.” Mather cited the narrow escape as further evidence of the righteousness of his cause.

Ultimately, of course, Mather was proven right. In the Boston smallpox epidemic of 1721, about half the town’s residents—5,759—contracted the disease, of whom 842 died. Of the 242 Zabdiel Boylston inoculated, only six died. (Thus, the death rate for those inoculated was 2.5 percent, and the rate for those not inoculated, 14.6 percent.) Boylston later went to England, where he was lionized for his role as a medical pioneer.

Mather was relieved that his program of inoculation was vindicated, but, whether it occurred to him or not, by proving that God could send cures to earth as well as sickness, he had greatly diminished the traditional system of portents and punishments he had spent his life defending. The real lesson he had taught his fellow New Englanders was that it was in no way presumptuous to intercede to alleviate mankind’s fear and suffering, and that perhaps God even smiled on such actions. “By introducing into the covenant theory an unprecedented (and worse than that, a not yet explicitly avowed) criterion of utility,” historian Perry Miller notes, “[the] inoculates overturned—without quite knowing what they were doing—the corporate doctrine . . . [They] could never again authoritatively contend that what the people suffered was caused by their sins and that repentance alone . . . could relieve them. The clergy themselves had introduced another method, and so brought a fatal conclusion into the very center of their mystique.”

Ben Franklin never wrote about the Courant’s part in the inoculation battle as he did other aspects of his youth. Not only had the Courant been wrong, but the recollection was undoubtedly painful, for in 1736, when he was living in Philadelphia, he lost his son Francis Folger Franklin, known as Franky, age four, to smallpox. Although Franklin by then had come to accept inoculation, he had not bothered to inoculate Franky, possibly because the child was just recovering from another illness. The death crushed both Ben and his wife, Deborah, and for the father it forever remained a sensitive subject. In 1759, while in England as colonial agent for Pennsylvania, he co-wrote with Dr. William Heberden, one of London’s most renowned physicians, a booklet explaining inoculation’s success rate and urging its use. “Surely parents will no longer refuse to accept and thankfully use a discovery GOD in his mercy has been pleased to bless mankind with,” Franklin wrote, and likely thinking of his own misfortune, added, “For the loss of one in ten thereby is not merely the loss of so many persons, but the accumulated loss of all the children and children’s children the deceased might have had, multiplied by successive generations.”

As the inoculation debate helped weaken the already rickety Puritan leadership, so it also served indirectly as a liberating force in the life of the teenage Ben Franklin. For James Franklin’s young apprentice, setting type for the opinionated anti-inoculation articles and hawking the Courant on the street, the crisis must have been invigorating, and Ben would have relished the paper’s gadfly role in the controversy and enjoyed the tweaking of the imperious Mathers. It was also in the midst of the dispute that he made his own first appearance as a prose stylist. Franklin later remembered in a letter to Samuel Mather:

When I was a boy, I met with a book, entitled, “Essays to do Good,” which I think was written by your father. It had been so little regarded by a former possessor, that several leaves of it were torn out; but the remainder gave me such a turn of thinking, as to have an influence on my conduct through life; for I have always set a greater value on the character of a doer of good, than on any other kind of reputation; and if I have been, as you seem to think, a useful citizen, the public owes the advantage of it to that book.

Ben had also been much influenced by a bound volume of the collected issues of The Spectator, with essays by Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, that James had in his shop. Published in London in 1711–12, The Spectator introduced an innovative style of satire that would be much imitated, criticizing society not with high-handed sermons, but with dry, witty observations. The teenage Franklin devoted hours to copying and memorizing the articles, then rewrote the pieces in his own voice, mimicking their style.

Much of the writing that had appeared in the Courant was printed beneath obvious pseudonyms, such as Ichabod Henroost, Abigail Afterwit, Betty Frugal, or Fanny Mournful. Ben began slipping pseudonymous pieces beneath the Courant’s door at night, signed “Silence Dogood,” whom he introduced as a proper widow who lived in the countryside. From the first installment, appearing April 2, 1722, which includes a memorable description of Mrs. Dogood’s “birth” onboard ship en route to New England, “Silence” demonstrates a precocious wit. Her father, raising his arms in exultation at his daughter’s safe delivery, is instantly washed overboard, never to be seen again. “Thus,” Silence deadpans, “was the first Day which I saw the last that was seen by my Father; and thus was my disconsolate Mother at once made both a Parent and a Widow.”

Over the course of thirteen additional Dogood letters, which because of their popularity were soon appearing on the Courant’s front page, “Silence” describes her foster father’s awkward efforts at courtship, suggests a formula for writing an all-purpose funeral elegy, mocks marriage, clerics, and Harvard students, and holds forth on the importance of free speech. In one entry, “Silence” provides what seems a fair summary of young Ben Franklin himself:

Know then, That I am an Enemy to Vice, and a Friend to Vertue. I am one of an extensive Charity, and a great Forgiver of private Injuries: A hearty Lover of the Clergy and all good Men, and a mortal Enemy to arbitrary Government and unlimited Power. I am naturally very jealous for the Rights and Liberties of my Country; and the least appearance of an Incroachment on those invaluable Priviledges, is apt to make my Blood boil exceedingly . . . To be brief; I am courteous and affable, good humour’d (unless I am first provok’d), and handsome, and sometimes witty, but always, Sir, Your Friend and Humble Servant,

Silence Dogood

Ben later recalled that his brother was furious (and probably felt a little foolish) when his authorship of the pieces was finally disclosed, as James and his colleagues had spent a good deal of time speculating about which of their acquaintances was submitting them. But James soon had more serious troubles, for the Courant writers, while delighting Boston readers with their wit and daring prose, had begun to try the patience of the local authorities. In the issue of June 11, 1722, the Franklins, satirizing a common suspicion that the local admiralty was in cahoots with pirates and smugglers, ran a piece about a cowardly “Captain Peter Papillon” (“Captain Butterfly”), who had vowed to go in pursuit of the pirates, “sometime this month, if wind and weather permit.” Terming the article a “high affront,” the General Court ordered James arrested, and he and Ben were both interrogated by the court. Ben was considered innocent by virtue of his youth (“they contented themselves with admonishing me, and dismissed me, considering me perhaps as an Apprentice who was bound to keep his Master’s Secrets”), but James was imprisoned. “During my Brother’s Confinement,” Ben later wrote, “which I resented a good deal, notwithstanding our private Differences, I had the Management of the Paper, and I made bold to give our Rulers some Rubs in it, which my Brother took very kindly, while others began to consider me in an unfavourable Light, as a young Genius that had a Turn for Libeling and Satyr.”

James was eventually released, but soon again found ways to offend the authorities with his editorials. In February 1723 he was officially denied the right to publish the Courant. James briefly considered dodging the edict by changing the name of the paper, but a friend suggested simply transferring it into Benjamin’s name. As Ben was the apprentice, James had to give him his official discharge in order to facilitate this maneuver.


[image: image]

Although he supposedly remained tethered to his brother by a new secret pact of apprenticeship, Ben took the canceling of his original papers to mean he was now free of his obligations, and began to plot his escape from Boston. “I had already made myself a little obnoxious to the governing Party,” he wrote, “and it was likely I might if I stay’d soon bring myself into Scrapes, [for] my indiscrete Disputations about Religion began to make me pointed at with Horror by good People.” In mid-September 1723, a friend of Ben’s told a sloop’s captain that young Franklin had to leave town secretly because he “had got a naughty Girl with Child.” The captain of the sloop, which was bound for New York, agreed to look the other way while the runaway slipped aboard. “So I sold some of my books to raise a little money,” Franklin recalled, “was taken on board privately, and as we had a fair wind in three days I found my self in New York near 300 miles from home, a boy of but 17, without the least recommendation to or knowledge of any person in the place, and with very little money in my pocket.”

The enterprise of being placed in charge of a rebellious newspaper, having his first prose writings praised, and even his unhappy experience with his brother’s domineering personality (he accused James of occasionally beating him, “which I took extremely amiss”), contributed to Benjamin Franklin’s early self-assuredness and his lifelong distrust of authority. “I fancy his harsh and tyrannical Treatment of me,” Ben later said of James, “might be a means of impressing me with that Aversion to arbitrary Power that has stuck me thro’ my whole Life.” Claude-Anne Lopez, a biographer of Franklin’s private life, concludes, “The rebel in him which would one day defy the rule of the Penns, the sovereignty of the king, and the terror of lightning, had taken his initial steps in the brother’s printing shop, not amid the father’s candles.”

Although the Courant existed for only five years, it demonstrated that a newspaper could take anti-authoritarian positions and gain a substantial readership. James Franklin was, in a sense, a martyr for early American journalism, for after his release from jail in 1723, Massachusetts never again attempted to censor the press. In a more renowned case a
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