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1. A Boston Beginning

[image: image]


On a cold January morning in 1706, in a modest house on Milk Street in Boston, Josiah Franklin and his second wife Abiah Folger welcomed their eighth child, Benjamin, into a world that would never be quite the same after his arrival. The young Benjamin entered a bustling household already filled with siblings, the sounds of his father's candle making business drifting up from the workshop below, and the distinct Puritan ethos that defined colonial Boston. Josiah and Abiah could hardly have imagined that their newborn son would one day become one of the most celebrated figures in American history, a man whose influence would span continents and centuries.
The Boston of Benjamin Franklin's childhood was a thriving colonial port town of about eight thousand souls, its narrow streets filled with the bustle of commerce and the echoes of religious discourse. The city stood as New England's cultural and economic center, its life revolving around the harbor that brought ships laden with goods and news from the Old World. Young Ben's earliest memories would have been colored by the sights and sounds of this maritime community: the creaking of ship rigging, the calls of street vendors, and the tolling of church bells that marked the rhythm of Puritan life.
Josiah Franklin had emigrated from England in 1683, seeking the religious freedom promised by the Massachusetts Bay Colony. A skilled craftsman who made soap and candles, he had established a modest but reliable business that supported his large family. Though not wealthy, Josiah was respected in the community and served as a tithingman at the Old South Church, collecting taxes and maintaining order during services. This position in the church hierarchy reflected the family's solid standing in Boston's social structure, though they were far from the elite merchant class that dominated the city's affairs.
Benjamin's mother, Abiah, came from a distinguished Puritan family herself, being the daughter of Peter Folger, a respected teacher and surveyor on Nantucket Island. She brought to the Franklin household not only her family's intellectual heritage but also the practical skills needed to manage a large family in colonial America. Young Benjamin would later credit both parents for instilling in him the values of industry, frugality, and intellectual curiosity that would shape his character throughout his remarkable life.
From his earliest years, Benjamin showed signs of the sharp intelligence and restless curiosity that would define his adult life. He learned to read at an unusually early age, devouring any printed material he could find in the household. His father's small collection of books, mostly religious texts and practical manuals, became his first library. Young Ben would often stay up late into the night, reading by candlelight, much to his parents' concern about wasting precious candles.
The Franklin family's modest circumstances meant that formal education would be limited for young Benjamin. He attended Boston Latin School for only two years, from age eight to ten, where he excelled in his studies but had to withdraw when his family could no longer afford the fees. He then briefly attended George Brownell's English School, where he learned writing and arithmetic, but his formal education ended at age ten. This early conclusion to his schooling would later fuel Franklin's passionate advocacy for public education and his belief in self-improvement through reading and study.
Despite the brevity of his formal education, Benjamin's intellectual development continued unabated through his voracious reading habit. He would often trade his lunch money for books, preferring mental nourishment to physical sustenance. His favorite early reading included Plutarch's Lives, which introduced him to the great figures of classical antiquity, and Daniel Defoe's "Essay upon Projects," which sparked his interest in civic improvement and social reform. These early literary influences would shape his thinking throughout his life and inform his later writings and public service.
The young Franklin showed an early aptitude for words and argument, often engaging in debates with his friend John Collins on topics ranging from religion to philosophy. These juvenile discussions honed his skills in rhetoric and logical thinking, abilities that would serve him well in his future roles as writer, diplomat, and statesman. His father, observing these verbal talents, initially considered sending Benjamin into the ministry, but the family's financial situation made such expensive education impossible.
At age twelve, Benjamin began his working life as an apprentice to his older brother James, a printer who had recently returned from England to establish his own shop in Boston. This apprenticeship would prove to be both a blessing and a source of future conflict, setting young Benjamin on the path to his first "life" as a printer while also teaching him valuable lessons about authority and independence. The printing trade would become the foundation upon which he would build his fortune and reputation, providing him with the skills, connections, and platform that would enable his future success in multiple fields.
The Boston of Benjamin Franklin's youth was a city of contrasts, where Puritan strictness coexisted with maritime worldliness, where education was valued but often unattainable, and where social mobility was possible but challenging. It was in this environment that the future Founding Father began to form his character, developing the practical wisdom, intellectual curiosity, and democratic values that would make him one of the most influential figures in American history. As he would later write in his Autobiography, "From a child I was fond of reading, and all the little money that came into my hands was ever laid out in books." This early love of learning, combined with the practical education he received in his father's workshop and his brother's printing house, laid the groundwork for the remarkable life that was to follow.
These formative years in Boston would leave an indelible mark on Franklin's character and worldview. The city's emphasis on education, its bustling commercial life, its religious traditions, and its social hierarchies all contributed to shaping the man who would become America's first great self-made success story. As he grew from a curious child into an ambitious young man, Benjamin Franklin was already beginning to display the qualities that would make him not just a printer, but a philosopher, scientist, diplomat, and founding father of a new nation.
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2. Apprentice's Rebellion
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Benjamin Franklin's apprenticeship to his brother James marked the beginning of his true education, though not in the way either of them might have expected. At the age of twelve, young Ben signed indenture papers binding him to serve as an apprentice printer until the age of twenty-one. The document, written in the formal language of the time, effectively made him his brother's legal property for the next nine years, a common arrangement in colonial America but one that would prove increasingly difficult for the independent-minded youth to bear.
James Franklin's print shop occupied a small building on Queen Street in Boston, filled with the acrid smell of ink and the rhythmic creaking of the wooden press. Here, Benjamin learned the intricate art of typesetting, arranging tiny metal letters into words and pages that would carry news and ideas throughout the colony. The work was demanding, requiring both physical strength to operate the heavy press and mental acuity to compose text backward and upside down. Yet Benjamin took to it naturally, his quick mind absorbing not just the mechanical aspects of printing but also the power of the written word to shape public opinion.
The relationship between the Franklin brothers was complex from the start. James, older by nine years, was a skilled printer but possessed a harsh temperament that often led to physical punishment of his young apprentice. While he recognized and encouraged Benjamin's talents, he also felt threatened by his brother's growing abilities and popularity. The tension between them would simmer for years before finally boiling over.
Despite the difficulties with his brother, Benjamin's time in the print shop provided him with an invaluable education. He read everything that came through the shop, from religious tracts to political pamphlets, expanding his knowledge far beyond what any formal schooling might have provided. Late at night, after the day's work was done, he would practice writing by copying and recopying articles from James's newspaper, The New England Courant, studying their style and structure until he could replicate and even improve upon them.
The Courant itself became the catalyst for Benjamin's first serious foray into writing. Frustrated that James wouldn't publish his work, the sixteen-year-old Benjamin created the character of Silence Dogood, a middle-aged widow with strong opinions on colonial society. Under this pseudonym, he slipped letters under the print shop door at night, delighting readers with Mrs. Dogood's witty observations and social commentary. The letters proved immensely popular, and James, unaware of their true author, published them eagerly. When Benjamin finally revealed himself as the writer, James's pride turned to anger at having been deceived by his younger brother.
The success of the Silence Dogood letters marked a turning point in Benjamin's apprenticeship. He had discovered his talent for writing and his ability to influence public opinion, but he had also widened the rift with his brother. James's newspaper frequently challenged authority, particularly the powerful Mather family and the colonial government, leading to his brief imprisonment in 1722. During James's confinement, Benjamin ran the paper successfully, demonstrating his capability to manage the business independently.
However, James's return brought renewed conflict. He forbade Benjamin from writing for the paper and resumed his harsh treatment. The situation became increasingly intolerable for the young apprentice, who had grown more confident in his abilities and more resistant to his brother's authority. When James discovered Benjamin had been secretly corresponding with other printers about potential employment, he used his influence to ensure no Boston printer would hire his brother.
Faced with limited options and unwilling to endure further abuse, Benjamin made the bold decision to break his indenture and flee Boston. He knew this action was illegal and would strain family relationships, but he saw no alternative. Selling his beloved books to raise money for passage, he arranged to board a sloop bound for New York. In September 1723, at the age of seventeen, Benjamin Franklin secretly left Boston, beginning a journey that would transform him from a runaway apprentice into one of America's most influential citizens.
The break with James would haunt Benjamin for years, though they would eventually reconcile. The experience taught him valuable lessons about authority, independence, and the importance of self-reliance. It also demonstrated the power of the printed word to shape public discourse, a lesson he would put to good use throughout his life. The skills he learned in James's print shop – not just the technical aspects of printing but the arts of writing and persuasion – would become the foundation of his future success.
This youthful rebellion, while painful, proved necessary for Franklin's development. Had he remained in Boston under James's authority, he might never have become the independent thinker and self-made man who would help shape a nation. The apprentice's rebellion marked the end of Benjamin Franklin's childhood and the beginning of his journey toward becoming one of the most remarkable figures in American history.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

3. Philadelphia Rising
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The autumn of 1723 found young Benjamin Franklin stepping off a small boat onto the bustling docks of Philadelphia, his pockets nearly empty but his mind full of ambition. The city that would become his home for most of his life presented a stark contrast to Boston's Puritan austerity. Philadelphia's broad streets and orderly layout reflected William Penn's vision of a more open, tolerant society, and Franklin found himself immediately drawn to its possibilities.
His arrival has become the stuff of legend: a bedraggled seventeen-year-old walking down Market Street with three large puffy rolls, one under each arm and one in his mouth, passing by his future wife Deborah Read who stood in her doorway laughing at the peculiar sight. Franklin would later recount this moment with characteristic humor in his Autobiography, transforming an awkward introduction into an endearing tale of humble beginnings.
Philadelphia's printing trade was considerably smaller than Boston's, but it offered something more valuable to the young runaway: opportunity. The city had only two printers at the time, Andrew Bradford and Samuel Keimer. Bradford, who also published the American Weekly Mercury, initially seemed promising but had no work available. Keimer, though less established, hired Franklin and soon came to rely heavily on his expertise.
Franklin's superior skills quickly became apparent. While Keimer could barely handle the basic mechanics of printing, Franklin understood the entire process from composition to press work. He introduced improvements to the shop's efficiency and quality, drawing on his experience in Boston. His knowledge of literature and current affairs also proved invaluable in editing and improving the texts brought to them for printing.
The young printer's rising fortunes attracted the attention of Pennsylvania's Governor William Keith, who took an unusual interest in Franklin's potential. Keith proposed sending Franklin to London to purchase printing equipment and establish his own shop, promising letters of credit and introduction. Though the governor's promises would prove empty, leading to Franklin's temporary exile in London, this early recognition of his talents boosted his confidence and ambitions.
During these early Philadelphia years, Franklin began establishing the networks and habits that would define his later success. He formed the Junto, a club of young tradesmen and artisans who met weekly to discuss questions of morals, politics, and natural philosophy. This group would become the foundation of many of Franklin's later civic improvements, from the Library Company to the American Philosophical Society.
Franklin's methodical approach to self-improvement during this period revealed his practical genius. He developed a system of thirteen virtues, from temperance to humility, and tracked his progress in a small notebook. Though he would later admit with characteristic wit that perfection proved elusive, this systematic approach to personal development became a model for generations of Americans seeking self-improvement.
The printing trade in Philadelphia was transforming as Franklin established himself. The city's population was growing rapidly, and with it the demand for printed materials of all kinds: newspapers, almanacs, government documents, and religious works. Franklin recognized that success in printing required more than technical skill; it demanded business acumen and an understanding of public taste.
His first attempt at independent business came through a partnership with Hugh Meredith, another of Keimer's workers. Though this venture would eventually dissolve due to Meredith's financial difficulties, it gave Franklin valuable experience in managing a printing operation. He learned to balance the practical demands of running a business with the creative aspects of publishing, skills that would serve him well throughout his career.
The young printer's reputation for reliability and quality work began to spread beyond Philadelphia. He secured printing contracts from neighboring colonies, particularly New Jersey, where he became the official printer for the colony's paper currency. These government contracts provided steady income and valuable connections that would prove useful in his later political career.
Franklin's rising success in Philadelphia stood in marked contrast to his former master's struggles in Boston. While James Franklin's confrontational style had led to difficulties with authorities, Benjamin cultivated a more diplomatic approach. He maintained good relationships with influential figures while quietly building his business and reputation. This balance of independence and accommodation would become a hallmark of his character.
By 1730, Franklin had established himself as Philadelphia's leading printer, but his ambitions extended far beyond the technical aspects of the trade. He saw printing as a means to influence public opinion and promote social improvement. His shop became a gathering place for news and discussion, and he began to envision ways to use his growing influence to benefit his adopted city.
The transformation from runaway apprentice to respected craftsman took less than a decade, but it revealed Franklin's extraordinary capacity for self-invention. He had arrived in Philadelphia with little more than his skills and determination; through a combination of hard work, clever networking, and careful attention to opportunity, he had made himself indispensable to the growing city's intellectual and commercial life.
This period of establishment in Philadelphia set the pattern for Franklin's later achievements. He demonstrated an ability to learn from setbacks, to build and maintain useful relationships, and to adapt his skills to meet changing circumstances. The young printer who walked Philadelphia's streets with three rolls would become one of the city's most prominent citizens, but he never forgot the lessons of these early years of struggle and success.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4. The Art of Print
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The art of printing in the eighteenth century demanded far more than mere mechanical skill. A master printer needed to combine the precision of a craftsman with the eye of an artist and the practical knowledge of a chemist. Franklin excelled in all these aspects, developing techniques that would influence American printing for generations to come.
In his Philadelphia shop, Franklin refined every element of the printing process. He experimented endlessly with ink formulations, seeking the perfect balance of viscosity and pigmentation. Traditional printer's ink, made from lampblack and boiled linseed oil, often dried unevenly or failed to adhere properly to paper. Franklin developed his own recipes, adding various substances to improve both the ink's working properties and its durability. His modifications produced text that remained crisp and readable long after inferior inks had faded or flaked away.
Paper quality posed another significant challenge. The American colonies produced little of their own paper, relying heavily on imports from England. Franklin studied papermaking techniques and eventually established relationships with local papermakers, encouraging them to improve their products. He became expert at judging paper quality, understanding how different stocks would accept ink and maintain their integrity over time. This knowledge proved invaluable when he later printed currency, where paper durability was essential.
The physical act of printing required strength, dexterity, and precise timing. Franklin modified his printing press to achieve more consistent pressure, adding weights and adjusting the screw mechanism to ensure even impression across the page. He trained his apprentices in the careful preparation of the tympan and frisket, the delicate parts of the press that held the paper in place and protected margins from unwanted ink. His shop became known for producing pages of exceptional clarity and uniformity.
Typography was perhaps Franklin's greatest passion within the printing arts. He understood that the arrangement of type on a page could either invite or repel readers. His layouts featured generous margins and clear hierarchies of text, making even complex documents accessible to readers. He was particularly skilled at combining different typefaces and sizes to create visually appealing title pages and advertisements. While many colonial printers crammed their pages with text to save paper, Franklin recognized that well-designed white space could actually enhance communication.
The physical environment of Franklin's print shop reflected his systematic approach. Unlike the chaotic workshops common in the trade, he organized his type cases and equipment for maximum efficiency. Each letter, space, and punctuation mark had its designated place, and he insisted on immediate return of type to its proper case after use. This organization allowed his shop to handle multiple projects simultaneously without confusion or error.
Franklin's innovations extended to the business aspects of printing. He developed systems for tracking costs and materials, ensuring profitable operation without sacrificing quality. His detailed records helped him price jobs accurately and maintain consistent production standards. He also introduced quality control measures, checking sheets as they came off the press and maintaining sample copies of important works for reference.
The range of materials produced in Franklin's shop demonstrated his versatility as a printer. From simple handbills to complex scientific treatises, each project received careful attention to technical and aesthetic details. He printed government documents requiring absolute accuracy, religious works demanding careful proofreading, and commercial materials needing visual impact. Each type of work contributed to his growing mastery of the printer's art.
Franklin's reputation for excellence attracted sophisticated clients with demanding requirements. When he printed the first American translation of a classical work, Cicero's "Cato Major," he approached it as both a printing challenge and a cultural milestone. The result showcased colonial printing at its finest, with elegant typography and careful attention to scholarly accuracy. This project demonstrated that American printers could produce works equal to those from European presses.
The technical skills Franklin developed as a printer influenced his later scientific work. His understanding of inks and papers aided his electrical experiments, while his experience with precise mechanical adjustments informed his invention of various devices. The printer's requirement for careful observation and methodical problem-solving became hallmarks of his scientific approach.
Franklin's mastery of printing technology also served his political career. He understood how the physical presentation of ideas could influence their reception. When writing political pamphlets, he considered not only the words but also their visual impact on the page. His printed arguments for colonial rights combined persuasive text with effective typography, making complex political ideas accessible to a broad audience.
Throughout his life, Franklin maintained his identity as a printer, even after achieving fame in other fields. He signed letters as "B. Franklin, Printer" long after he had ceased active involvement in the trade. This was more than nostalgia; it reflected his understanding that printing had shaped his character and approach to life. The precision, patience, and practical problem-solving required in the printing office became fundamental aspects of his personality.
The art of print remained central to Franklin's vision of social progress. He saw printing as a democratizing force, making knowledge available to anyone who could read. His technical innovations and business practices helped establish American printing as a profession combining practical craft with intellectual achievement. The skills he developed and shared through his apprentices influenced American printing well into the nineteenth century, long after he had turned his attention to other pursuits.
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5. Building a Business
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Franklin's early success as a printer in Philadelphia laid the foundation for his expanding business empire. Having mastered the technical aspects of printing, he turned his attention to building a sustainable and profitable enterprise that would eventually span multiple colonies and create opportunities for numerous apprentices and partners.
The initial growth of Franklin's printing business came through careful attention to both quality and efficiency. He developed systematic methods for managing inventory, tracking costs, and scheduling work that allowed him to underbid competitors while maintaining higher standards. His shop became known for delivering projects on time and precisely as promised, a reputation that attracted steady commercial work from Philadelphia's merchants and legal community.
Franklin understood that success in business required more than technical skill. He cultivated a network of contacts among Philadelphia's leading citizens, joining social clubs and civic organizations that brought him into regular contact with potential clients. His personal manner combined forthright honesty with careful attention to others' interests, making him a trusted business partner. He made a point of paying his debts promptly and maintaining transparent dealings with suppliers and customers alike.
The expansion of Franklin's printing business followed a carefully planned pattern. Rather than simply growing his Philadelphia operation, he developed partnerships with former apprentices in other colonies. These arrangements typically involved Franklin providing the printing equipment and supplies while his partners contributed their labor and local connections. The profits were shared, creating opportunities for ambitious young printers while extending Franklin's business influence throughout the colonies.
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