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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE
FIRST AMERICAN:
A COMPREHENSIVE
LIFE HISTORY OF
BENJAMIN
FRANKLIN

To understand the soul
of  early  America,  one
need  look  no  further
than  the  life  history
o f  B e n j a m i n
Franklin. He was not a
general  on  horseback
like Washington, nor a
fiery  orator  like  Patrick
H e n r y .  I n s t e a d ,
Franklin was a man of
the  people—a  printer,
a n  i n v e n t o r ,  a
d i p l o m a t ,  a n d  a

p h i l o s o p h e r .  H i s
journey from a humble
candlemaker's son to a
revered  Founding
Father  is  one  of  the
mos t  remarkab le
success stories in world
h i s t o r y .  T h i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration of  the life
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin will delve into
his humble beginnings,
his relentless quest for
self-improvement,  his
g r o u n d b r e a k i n g
scientific  experiments,
and his pivotal role in
shaping  the  United
States  of  America.
More than a biography,
Franklin’s life serves as
a  blueprint  for  the
American Dream and a
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testament to the power
of  intellect,  diligence,
and  civic  virtue.  By
t r a c i n g  t h e  l i f e
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin,  we  uncover
the  making  of  a  man
who was, in the words
of  his  contemporary,
" t h e  g r e a t e s t
philosopher and patriot
of the age."

Part One:
The
Boston
Boyhood
and the
Printer's
Apprentic

e
Benjamin Franklin was
born  on  January  17,
1706, on Milk Street in
Boston,  Massachusetts
Bay Colony. He was the
tenth  son  of  Josiah
Franklin,  a  soap  and
candlemaker,  and  his
second  wife,  Abiah
F o l g e r .  T h e  l i f e
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin  begins  in  a
crowded, working-class
househo ld  where
m o n e y  w a s  o f t e n
scarce.  Young  Ben
s h o w e d  a n  e a r l y
aptitude  for  reading
and writing, but formal
e d u c a t i o n  w a s  a
luxury.  He  attended
Boston Latin School for
on l y  a  yea r  and  a
grammar  school  for
another,  before  his
father, recognizing the
cost, pulled him out to
work  in  the  fami ly
chandlery.



Life History Of Benjamin Franklin 3

3

This  was  a  formative
but unhappy period for
young  Franklin.  The
greasy,  monotonous
work  of  cutting  wicks
and pouring tallow did
not suit his intellectual
temperament.  Seeking
a  better  path,  Josiah
apprenticed  twelve-
year-old  Ben  to  his
older brother James, a
printer.  This  decision
was  the  turning  point
in the life history of
Benjamin  Franklin.
The printing shop was
a  w o r l d  o f  i d e a s ,
p a m p h l e t s ,  a n d
d e b a t e s .  J a m e s
publ ished  the  New
England  Courant,  one
of the first independent
newspapers  in  the
colonies.
In  his  brother's  shop,
Benjamin  devoured
every  book  he  could
borrow.  He  became a
skilled compositor  and
p r e s s m a n .  M o r e
importantly,  he  began

to  write.  His  brother
refused  to  publish  his
work ,  so  a  young,
clever Franklin slipped
his  essays  under  the
door  of  the  printing
house  at  night,  using
t h e  p s e u d o n y m
"Si lence  Dogood."
These  witty,  satirical
letters  were  published
a n d  w i d e l y  r e a d ,
becoming  a  h i t  i n
Boston.  When  James
discovered the ruse, he
was  both  proud  and
jealous,  leading  to
tension  and  conflict.
This  early  experience
taught  F rank l in  a
valuable  lesson  about
the power of the press
a n d  t h e  a r t  o f
persuasion.  However,
the  constant  friction
w i t h  h i s  b r o t h e r
became unbearable. In
1723, at the age of 17,
Frankl in  broke  his
indenture and escaped
Boston, sailing to New
York and eventually to
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Philadelphia. Thus, the
second  major  chapter
of the life history of
Benjamin  Franklin
began.

Part Two:
The Rise
of a
Philadelp
hia
Printer
and a
Man of
Business
Franklin  arrived  in
Philadelphia in October
1723,  tired,  hungry,
and  with  only  a  few
Dutch  dollars  in  his

pocket.  His  first
morning in  the city  is
the  stuff  of  legend:
dirty,  disheveled,  and
carrying rolls of bread
under  each  arm,  he
wandered  up  Market
Street, a sight that his
future  wife,  Deborah
Read, reportedly found
comical.  Yet,  within  a
few  years,  the  l ife
history  of  Benjamin
F r a n k l i n  w o u l d
t r a n s f o r m  f r o m
penniless  runaway  to
the  most  successful
printer in the colonies.
He  found  work  with
Samuel  Ke imer ,  a
printer,  and  quickly
stood out for his hard
work  and  sk i l l .  He
caught  the  eye  o f
Governor William Keith,
who  promised  to  set
him up in business.  A
gu l l i b l e  F rank l i n
traveled  to  London  to
b u y  p r i n t i n g
equipment,  only  to
discover  the  Governor
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had  reneged  on  his
promises.  Stranded  in
London  for  eighteen
months ,  F rank l i n
worked at Palmer's and
W a t t s ' s  p r i n t i n g
houses,  honing  his
craft and expanding his
w o r l d v i e w .  T h i s
setback  was  a  crucial
lesson in self-reliance.
R e t u r n i n g  t o
Philadelphia  in  1726,
Franklin  worked  as  a
clerk  and  manager
b e f o r e  f o r m i n g  a
partnership  with  Hugh
Meredith. In 1728, they
opened their own print
shop.  Franklin  was  a
tireless worker,  known
for  his  industry.  He
famously  pushed  a
wheelbarrow  of  paper
through the streets to
demonstrate  his  work
eth ic .  In  1729,  he
p u r c h a s e d  t h e
Pennsylvania  Gazette,
which  he  turned  into
the  most  widely-read
newspaper  i n  the

colonies.  His  clear
writing  style,  sharp
observations, and witty
aphorisms  made  it  a
success.
In 1732, Franklin began
p u b l i s h i n g  P o o r
Richard's  Almanack,  a
yearly  almanac  filled
w i t h  w e a t h e r
predictions,  household
tips,  and  proverbs.
Under  the  persona  of
Richard  Saunders,
Franklin  dispensed
w i sdom  tha t  s t i l l
resonates  today:  "A
penny saved is a penny
earned," "Early to bed
and early to rise makes
a  m a n  h e a l t h y ,
wealthy,  and  wise,"
and  "Fish  and  visitors
stink after three days."
The Almanack became
a  c u l t u r a l
phenomenon,  selling
10,000  copies  a  year
a n d  c e m e n t i n g
Franklin's reputation as
a writer and a man of
c o m m o n  s e n s e .
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T h r o u g h  h i s  l i f e
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin,  we  see  a
man  who  understood
that  financial
independence was the
foundation of  personal
liberty. By 1748, at the
age  o f  42 ,  he  had
earned  enough  to
retire  from  the  daily
business  of  printing,
allowing him to pursue
his  t rue  pass ions:
science  and  public
service.

Part
Three:
The
Scientist
and the

Philosoph
er:
Taming
Lightning
and
Guiding
Man
The  middle  period  of
the  life  history  of
Benjamin Franklin  is
defined  by  his
insatiable  curiosity
about  the  natura l
w o r l d .  H e  w a s  a
scientist  before  the
term was widely used,
c a l l i n g  h i m s e l f  a
"natural  philosopher."
In a famous letter,  he
wrote ,  "The  rap id
progress  true  science
now  makes  occasions
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m y  r e g r e t t i n g
sometimes  that  I  was
born  so  soon.  I t  i s
impossible  to  imagine
the  height  to  which
may  be  carried,  in  a
thousand  years,  the
power  of  man  over
matter."
H i s  m o s t  f a m o u s
scientific  contribution
w a s  t h e  s t u d y  o f
e lectr ic i ty .  In  the
1740s, after witnessing
a  demonstration  of
e lec t r i ca l  t r i cks ,
F r a n k l i n  b e c a m e
obsessed.  He  coined
terms  like  "battery,"
" c o n d u c t o r , "
"condenser , "  and
"charge."  In  1752,  he
c o n d u c t e d  h i s
l e g e n d a r y  k i t e
e x p e r i m e n t  i n  a
thunderstorm,  proving
that  lightning  was  a
form of electricity. This
was  an  incred ib ly
dangerous act—it  is  a
miracle  he  survived.
The practical  result  of

this  research  was  the
l ightn ing  rod ,  a
simple  iron  rod  that
protected houses from
devastating  fires.
Franklin  refused  to
patent  the  invention,
believing  that  "as  we
e n j o y  g r e a t
advantages  from  the
inventions  of  others,
we  should  be  glad  of
an opportunity to serve
others by any invention
of ours."
His  scientific  mind  was
n o t  l i m i t e d  t o
electricity.  The  life
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin  is  filled  with
i n v e n t i o n s  a n d
observations:

The Franklin
Stove: A more
efficient, less
smoky heating
device that
saved fuel and
money.
Bifocals: Tired
of switching
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between two
pairs of
spectacles, he
cut the lenses in
half and
combined them.
The Glass
Harmonica: A
musical
instrument that
produced
ethereal sounds,
played by Mozart
and Beethoven.
Daylight
Saving Time:
He jokingly
proposed the
idea in an essay
to "economize
sunshine."
Oceanography
and
Meteorology:
He mapped the
Gulf Stream,
studied storms,
and observed the
movement of
weather
patterns.

B e y o n d  s c i e n c e ,

Franklin  developed  a
rigorous  system  of
moral perfection.  He
c r e a t e d  a  l i s t  o f
t h i r t e e n
virtues—temperance,
s i l e n c e ,  o r d e r ,
resolution,  frugality,
industry,  sincerity,
justice,  moderation,
cleanliness, tranquility,
c h a s t i t y ,  a n d
humility—and  tracked
his progress in a little
b o o k .  W h i l e  h e
admitted  he  never
achieved  perfection,
the  attempt  i tse l f
i m p r o v e d  h i s
character.  This  self-
i m p r o v e m e n t
philosophy, detailed in
his autobiography, has
influenced  millions  of
readers worldwide. The
l i f e  h i s t o r y  o f
Benjamin Franklin is,
in  many  ways,  the
story  of  a  man  who
deliberately shaped his
own character.
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Part Four:
The
Public
Citizen
and the
Communi
ty Builder
Franklin believed that a
man's  duty  extended
beyond  his  own  front
d o o r .  H i s  c i v i c
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o
P h i l a d e l p h i a  a r e
astonishing.  He was a
relentless  promoter  of
pub l i c  wo rks  and
community institutions.
The  life  history  of
Benjamin Franklin  is
a  case  study  in  how
o n e  p e r s o n  c a n
transform  a  city.

A m o n g  h i s  m a n y
contributions:

The Library
Company of
Philadelphia
(1731): The first
subscription
library in
America,
allowing citizens
to borrow books
and educate
themselves.
The Union Fire
Company
(1736): The first
volunteer fire
department in
Philadelphia,
inspired by a fear
of devastating
urban fires.
The
Pennsylvania
Hospital
(1751): The first
public hospital in
the colonies,
providing care
for the sick and
insane.
The American
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Philosophical
Society (1743):
A learned society
dedicated to
"promoting
useful
knowledge," it
survives today as
the oldest such
society in
America.
The Academy
and College of
Philadelphia:
Founded in 1749,
it later evolved
into the
University of
Pennsylvania.
Paving,
Lighting, and
Sweeping the
Streets: He
organized the
city's first night
watch and street
cleaning service.

These  projects  were
n o t  g o v e r n m e n t
mandates.  They  were
voluntary  associations
of  citizens,  organized

and led by Franklin. He
understood that a free
society required active,
engaged  citizens.  This
philosophy  of  civic
republicanism  became
a bedrock of American
political  thought.  The
l i f e  h i s t o r y  o f
Benjamin  Franklin
shows  us  that  social
p r o g r e s s  i s  n o t
inevitable; it is built by
the  deliberate  actions
of  individuals  working
together.

Part Five:
The
Diplomat
and the
Founding
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Father
As the crisis with Great
Britain  deepened,  the
l i f e  h i s t o r y  o f
Benjamin  Franklin
took him to the center
o f  r e v o l u t i o n a r y
p o l i t i c s .  H e  w a s
already  a  respected
international  figure.  In
1757  and  again  in
1764,  he  traveled  to
London  as  a  colonial
agent,  representing
P e n n s y l v a n i a ' s
interests.  He  was  a
loyal  subject  of  the
Crown for  most of  his
life,  but  his  patience
w a s  w o r n  t h i n  b y
British  arrogance  and
the Stamp Act. By the
1770s, he had become
a  firm  advocate  for
colonial  rights.
In 1775, he returned to
Philadelphia  and  was
elected to the Second
Continental  Congress.
At 70 years old, he was

the oldest delegate. He
s e r v e d  o n  t h e
committee that drafted
the  Declaration  of
Independence,  with
on ly  m inor  ed i t s ,
famously  saying  to
John  Hancock,  "We
must all hang together,
or  most  assuredly  we
s h a l l  a l l  h a n g
separately." On July 4,
1776,  he  signed  the
document,  staking  his
l i fe ,  fo r tune ,  and
sacred  honor.
His greatest service to
the  American  cause
came in France. In late
1776,  the  Continental
Congress  sent  the
aging Franklin to Paris
t o  s e c u r e  F r e n c h
support .  He  was  a
perfect  choice.  The
French were fascinated
by him. They saw him
as a rustic sage, a man
of nature from the New
W o r l d .  H e  w o r e  a
simple fur cap (instead
of a powdered wig) and
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played the role of the
u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d
American  genius.  In
truth,  he  was  playing
chess with the French
court. He charmed the
nobi l i ty,  attended
salons, and negotiated
tirelessly.  The  life
history  of  Benjamin
Franklin in France was
a  m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
diplomacy. In 1778, he
secured  the  Treaty  of
Alliance  with  France,
which  provided  the
desperately  needed
military  and  financial
aid that turned the tide
of  the  Revolutionary
War.  Without  Franklin,
the American victory at
Yorktown  would  likely
have been impossible.
After the war,  he was
one  of  the  American
negotiators  for  the
Treaty of Paris (1783),
which  formally  ended
the  conflict  and

recognized  American
independence.  He
returned to America in
1785,  greeted  as  a
hero. At 81, he was the
oldest delegate to the
C o n s t i t u t i o n a l
Convention  in  1787.
Whi le  his  physical
health  was failing,  his
mind  was  sharp.  He
supported  the  "Great
Compromise"  that
created  a  bicameral
legislature.  In  his  final
public  act,  he  urged
the  delegates  to  sign
the  Const i tu t ion ,
d e s p i t e  i t s
imperfections,  as  a
foundation for  a great
nation.

Part Six:
The Final
Years


