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| ANCESTRY AND EARLY YOUTH IN BOSTON

Dear son: | have ever had pleasure in obtaining any little anecdotes of my
ancestors. You may remember the inquiries | made among the remains of my relations
when you were with me in England, and the journey | undertook for that purpose.
Imagining it may be equally agreeable to you to know the circumstances of my life,
many of which you are yet unacquainted with, and expecting the enjoyment of a week's
uninterrupted leisure in my present country retirement, | sit down to write them for you.
To which | have besides some other inducements.
Having emerged from the poverty and obscurity in which | was born and bred, to a state
of affluence and some degree of reputation in the world, and having gone so far through

life with a considerable share of felicity, the conducing means | made use of, which with
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the blessing of God so well succeeded, my posterity may like to know, as they may find
some of them suitable to their own situations, and therefore fit to be imitated.

That felicity, when | reflected on it, has induced me sometimes to say, that were
it offered to my choice, | should have no objection to a repetition of the same life from its
beginning, only asking the advantages authors have in a second edition to correct some
faults of
the first. So | might, besides correcting the faults, change some sinister accidents and
events of it for others more favourable. But though this were denied, | should still accept
the offer. Since such a repetition is not to be expected, the next thing most like living
one's life over again seems to be a recollection of that life, and to make that recollection
as durable as possible by putting it down in writing.

Hereby, too, | shall indulge the inclination so natural in old men, to be talking of
themselves and their own past actions; and | shall indulge it without being tiresome to
others, who, through respect to age, might conceive themselves obliged to give me a
hearing, since
this may be read or not as anyone pleases. And, lastly (I may as well confess it, since
my denial of it will be believed by nobody), perhaps | shall a good deal gratify my own
_vanity .[4] Indeed, | scarce ever heard or saw the introductory words, "_Without vanity
| may say_,"
etc., but some vain thing immediately followed. Most people dislike vanity in others,
whatever share they have of it themselves; but | give it fair quarter wherever | meet with
it, being persuaded that it is often productive of good to the possessor, and to others

that are within his sphere of action; and therefore, in many cases, it would not be



Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin by Benjamin Franklin; Chapters I, IX, XVIII 3

altogether absurd if a man were to thank God for his vanity among the other comforts of
life.

And now | speak of thanking God, | desire with all humility to acknowledge that
| owe the mentioned happiness of my past life to His kind providence, which lead me to
the means | used and gave them success. My belief of this induces me to _hope_,
though | must not _presume_, that the same goodness will still be exercised toward me,
in continuing that happiness, or enabling me to bear a fatal reverse, which | may
experience as others have done; the complexion of my future fortune being known to
Him only in whose power it is to bless
to us even our afflictions.

The notes one of my uncles (who had the same kind of curiosity in collecting
family anecdotes) once put into my hands, furnished me with several particulars relating
to our ancestors. From these notes | learned that the family had lived in the same
village, Ecton, in Northamptonshire,[5] for three hundred years, and how much longer
he knew not (perhaps from the time when the name of Franklin, that before was the
name of an order of people,[6] was assumed by them as a surname when others took
surnames all over the kingdom), on a freehold
of about thirty acres, aided by the smith's business, which had continued in the family till
his time, the eldest son being always bred to that business; a custom which he and my
father followed as to their eldest sons. When | searched the registers at Ecton, | found
an account of their births, marriages and burials from the year 1555 only, there being no
registers kept in that parish at any time preceding. By that register | perceived that | was

the youngest son of the youngest son for five generations back. My grandfather
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Thomas, who was born in 1598, lived at Ecton till he grew too old to follow business
longer, when he went to live with his son John, a dyer at Banbury, in Oxfordshire, with
whom my father served an apprenticeship.

There my grandfather died and lies buried. We saw his gravestone in 1758. His
eldest son Thomas lived in the house at Ecton, and left it with the land to his only child,
a daughter, who, with her husband, one Fisher, of Wellingborough, sold it to Mr. Isted,
now lord of the
manor there. My grandfather had four sons that grew up, viz.: Thomas, John, Benjamin
and Josiah. | will give you what account | can of them at this distance from my papers,
and if these are not lost in my absence, you will among them find many more
particulars.

Thomas was bred a smith under his father; but, being ingenious, and
encouraged in learning (as all my brothers were) by an Esquire Palmer, then the
principal gentleman in that parish, he qualified himself for the business of scrivener;
became a considerable man in the county; was a chief mover of all public-spirited
undertakings for the county or town of Northampton, and his own village, of which many
instances were related of him; and much taken notice of and patronized by the then
Lord Halifax. He died in 1702, January 6, old style,[7] just four years to a day before |
was born. The account we received of his life and character from some old people at
Ecton, | remember, struck you as something extraordinary, from its similarity to what
you knew of mine. "Had he died on the same day," you said, "one might have supposed

a transmigration.”
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John was bred a dyer, | believe of woollens, Benjamin was bred a silk dyer,
serving an apprenticeship at London. He was an ingenious man. | remember him well,
for when | was a boy he came over to my father in Boston, and lived in the house with
us some years. He lived to a
great age. His grandson, Samuel Franklin, now lives in Boston. He left behind him two
guarto volumes, MS., of his own poetry, consisting of little occasional pieces addressed
to his friends and relations, of which the following, sent to me, is a specimen.[8] He had
formed a short-hand of his own, which he taught me, but, never practising it, | have now
forgot it. | was named after this uncle, there being a particular affection between him
and my father. He was very pious, a
great attender of sermons of the best preachers, which he took down in his short-hand,
and had with him many volumes of them. He was also much of a politician; too much,
perhaps, for his station. There fell lately into my hands, in London, a collection he had
made of all the principal pamphlets relating to public affairs, from 1641 to 1717; many of
the volumes are wanting as appears by the numbering, but there still remain eight
volumes in folio, and twenty-four in quarto and in octavo. A dealer in old books met with
them, and knowing me by my sometimes buying of him, he brought them to me. It
seems my uncle must have left them here when he went to America, which was about
fifty years since. There are many of his notes in the margins.

This obscure family of ours was early in the Reformation, and continued
Protestants through the reign of Queen Mary, when they were sometimes in danger of
trouble on account of their zeal against popery. They had got an English Bible, and to

conceal and secure it, it was fastened open with tapes under and within the cover of a
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joint-stool. When my great-great-grandfather read it to his family, he turned up the joint-
stool upon his knees, turning over the leaves then under the tapes. One of the children
stood at the door to give notice if he saw the apparitor coming, who was an officer of the
spiritual court. In that case the stool was turned down again upon its feet, when the
Bible remained concealed under it as before. This anecdote |
had from my uncle Benjamin. The family continued all of the Church of England till
about the end of Charles the Second's reign, when some of the ministers that had been
outed for non-conformity, holding conventicles[9] in Northamptonshire, Benjamin and
Josiah adhered to them, and so continued all their lives: the rest of the family remained
with the Episcopal Church.

Josiah, my father, married young, and carried his wife with three children into
New England, about 1682. The conventicles having been forbidden by law, and
frequently disturbed, induced some considerable men of his acquaintance to remove to
that country, and he was prevailed with to accompany them thither, where they
expected to enjoy their mode of religion with freedom. By the same wife he had four
children more born there, and by a second wife ten more, in all seventeen; of which |
remember thirteen sitting at one time at his table, who all grew up to be men and
women, and married; | was the youngest son, and the youngest child but two, and was
born in Boston, New England.[10] My mother, the second wife, was Abiah Folger,
daughter of Peter Folger, one of the first settlers of New England, of whom honorable
mention is made by Cotton Mather,[11] in his church history of that country, entitled
_Magnalia Christi Americana_, as "_a godly, learned Englishman_," if | remember the

words rightly. I have heard that he wrote sundry small occasional pieces, but only one of
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them was printed, which | saw now many years since. It was written in 1675, in the
home-spun verse of that time and people, and addressed to those then concerned in
the government there. It was in favour of liberty of conscience, and in behalf of the
Baptists, Quakers, and other sectaries that had been under persecution, ascribing the
Indian wars, and other distresses that had befallen the country, to that persecution, as
so many judgments of God to punish so heinous an offense, and exhorting a repeal of
those uncharitable laws. The whole appeared to me as written with a good deal of
decent plainness and manly freedom. The six concluding lines | remember, though |
have forgotten the two first of the stanza; but the purport of them was, that his censures
proceeded from good-will, and, therefore, he would be known to be the author.
"Because to be a libeller (says he)
| hate it with my heart;
From Sherburne town,[12] where now | dwell
My name | do put here;
Without offense your real friend,
It is Peter Folgier."

My elder brothers were all put apprentices to different trades. | was put to the
grammar-school at eight years of age, my father intending to devote me, as the tithe[13]
of his sons, to the service of the Church. My early readiness in learning to read (which
must have been very early, as | do not remember when | could not read), and the
opinion of all his friends, that | should certainly make a good scholar, encouraged him in
this purpose of his. My uncle Benjamin, too, approved of it, and proposed to give me all

his short-hand volumes of sermons, | suppose as a stock to set up with, if | would learn
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his character.[14] | continued, however, at the grammar-school not quite one year,
though in that time | had risen gradually from the middle of the class of that year to be
the head of it, and farther was removed into the next class above it, in order to go with
that into the third at the end of the year. But my father, in the meantime, from a view of
the expense of a college education, which having so large a family he could not well
afford, and the mean living many so educated were afterwards able to obtain--reasons
that he gave to his friends in my hearing--altered his first intention, took me from the
grammar-school, and sent me to a school for writing and arithmetic, kept by a then
famous man, Mr. George Brownell, very successful in his profession generally, and that
by mild, encouraging methods. Under him | acquired fair writing pretty soon, but | failed
in the arithmetic, and made no progress in it. At ten years old | was taken home to
assist my father in his business, which was that of a tallow-chandler and sope-boiler; a
business he was not bred to, but had assumed on his arrival in New England, and on
finding his dyeing trade would not maintain his family, being in little request.
Accordingly, | was employed in cutting wick for the candles, filling the dipping mould and
the moulds for cast candles, attending the shop, going of errands, etc.

| disliked the trade, and had a strong inclination for the sea, but my father
declared against it; however, living near the water, | was much in and about it, learnt
early to swim well, and to manage boats; and when in a boat or canoe with other boys, |
was commonly allowed to govern, especially in any case of difficulty; and upon other
occasions | was generally a leader among the boys, and sometimes led them into
scrapes, of which | will mention one instance, as it shows an early projecting public

spirit, tho' not then justly conducted.
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There was a salt-marsh that bounded part of the mill-pond, on the edge of
which, at high water, we used to stand to fish for minnows. By much trampling, we had
made it a mere quagmire. My proposal was to build a wharf there fit for us to stand
upon, and | showed my comrades a large heap of stones, which were intended for a
new house near the marsh, and which would very well suit our purpose. Accordingly, in
the evening, when the workmen were gone, | assembled a number of my playfellows,
and working with them diligently like so many emmets, sometimes two or three to a
stone, we brought them all away and built our little wharf. The next morning the
workmen were surprised at missing the stones, which were found in our wharf. Inquiry
was made after the removers; we were discovered and complained of; several of us
were corrected by our fathers; and, though | pleaded the usefulness of the work, mine
convinced me that nothing was useful which was not honest.

| think you may like to know something of his person and character. He had an
excellent constitution of body, was of middle stature, but well set, and very strong; he
was ingenious, could draw prettily, was skilled a little in music, and had a clear, pleasing
voice, so that when he played psalm tunes on his violin and sung withal, as he
sometimes did in an evening after the business of the day was over, it was extremely
agreeable to hear. He had a mechanical genius too, and, on occasion, was very handy
in the use of other tradesmen's tools; but his great excellence lay in a sound
understanding and solid judgment in prudential matters, both in private and publick
affairs. In the latter, indeed, he was never employed, the numerous family he had to
educate and the straitness of his circumstances keeping him close to his trade; but |

remember well his being frequently visited by leading people, who consulted him for his
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opinion in affairs of the town or of the church he belonged to, and showed a good deal
of respect for his judgment and advice: he was also much consulted by private persons
about their affairs when any difficulty occurred, and frequently chosen an arbitrator
between contending parties. At his table he liked to have, as often as he could, some
sensible friend or neighbor to converse with, and always took care to start some
ingenious or useful topic for discourse, which might tend to improve the minds of his
children. By this means he turned our attention to what was good, just, and prudent in
the conduct of life; and little or no notice was ever taken of what related to the victuals
on the table, whether it was well or ill dressed, in or out of season, of good or bad flavor,
preferable or inferior to this or that other thing of the kind, so that | was bro't up in such a
perfect inattention to those matters as to be quite indifferent what kind of food was set
before me, and so unobservant of it, that to this day if | am asked | can scarce tell a few
hours after dinner what | dined upon. This has been a convenience to me in traveling,
where my companions have been sometimes very unhappy for want of a suitable
gratification of their more delicate, because better instructed, tastes and appetites.

My mother had likewise an excellent constitution: she suckled all her ten
children. | never knew either my father or mother to have any sickness but that of which
they dy'd, he at 89, and she at 85 years of age. They lie buried together at Boston,
where | some years since
placed a marble over their grave,[15] with this inscription:

Josiah Franklin,
and

Abiah his wife,
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lie here interred.
They lived lovingly together in wedlock
fifty-five years.
Without an estate, or any gainful employment,
By constant labor and industry,
with God's blessing,
They maintained a large family
comfortably,
and brought up thirteen children
and seven grandchildren
reputably.
From this instance, reader,
Be encouraged to diligence in thy calling,
And distrust not Providence.
He was a pious and prudent man,;
She, a discreet and virtuous woman.
Their youngest son,
In filial regard to their memory,
Places this stone.
J. F. born 1655, died 1744, AEtat 89.

A. F. born 1667, died 1752,----85.
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By my rambling digressions | perceive myself to be grown old. | us'd to write
more methodically. But one does not dress for private company as for a publick ball. 'Tis
perhaps only negligence.

To return: | continued thus employed in my father's business for two years, that
is, till I was twelve years old; and my brother John, who was bred to that business,
having left my father, married, and set up for himself at Rhode Island, there was all
appearance that | was destined to supply his place, and become a tallow-chandler. But
my dislike to the trade continuing, my father was under apprehensions that if he did not
find one for me more agreeable, | should break away and get to sea, as his son Josiah
had done, to his great vexation. He therefore sometimes took me to walk with him, and
see joiners, bricklayers, turners, braziers, etc., at their work, that he might observe my
inclination, and endeavor to fix it on some trade or other on land. It has ever since been
a pleasure to me to see good workmen handle their tools; and it has been useful to me,
having learnt so much by it as to be able to do little jobs myself in my house when a
workman could not readily be got, and to construct little machines for my experiments,
while the intention of making the experiment was fresh and warm in my mind. My father
at last fixed upon the cutler's trade, and my uncle Benjamin's son Samuel, who was
bred to that business in London, being about that time established in Boston, | was sent
to be with him some time on liking. But his expectations of a fee with me displeasing my

father, | was taken home again.
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IX PLAN FOR ATTAINING MORAL PERFECTION

It was about this time | conceived the bold and arduous project of arriving at
moral perfection. | wish'd to live without committing any fault at any time; | would
conquer all that either natural inclination, custom, or company might lead me into. As |
knew, or thought | knew, what was right and wrong, | did not see why | might not always
do the one and avoid the other. But | soon found | had undertaken a task of more
difficulty than | had imagined.[66] While my care was employ'd in guarding against one
fault, | was often surprised by another; habit took the advantage of inattention;
inclination was sometimes too strong for reason. | concluded, at length, that the mere
speculative conviction that it was our interest to be completely virtuous, was not
sufficient to prevent our slipping; and that the contrary habits must be broken, and good
ones acquired and established, before we can have any dependence on a steady,
uniform rectitude of conduct. For this purpose | therefore contrived the following
method.

In the various enumerations of the moral virtues | had met with in my reading, |
found the catalogue more or less numerous, as different writers included more or fewer
ideas under the same name. Temperance, for example, was by some confined to eating
and drinking, while by others it was extended to mean the moderating every other
pleasure, appetite, inclination, or passion, bodily or mental, even to our avarice and
ambition. | propos'd to myself, for the sake of clearness, to use rather more names, with
fewer ideas annex'd to each, than a few names with more ideas; and | included under
thirteen names of virtues all that at that time occurr'd to me as necessary or desirable,

and annexed to each a short precept, which fully express'd the extent |
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gave to its meaning.

These names of virtues, with their precepts, were:

1. Temperance. Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.

2. Silence. Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling
conversation.

3. Order. Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its
time.

4. Resolution. Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.
5. Frugality. Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i. e. , waste
nothing.

6. INDUSTRY. Lose no time; be always employ'd in something useful; cut off all
unnecessary actions.

7. Sincerity. Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly; and, if you speak, speak
accordingly.

8. Justice. Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.

9. Moderation. Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they
deserve.

10. Cleanliness. Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation.

11. Tranquillity. Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

12. Chastity.

13. Humility. Imitate Jesus and Socrates.
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My intention being to acquire the _habitude  of all these virtues, | judg'd it
would be well not to distract my attention by attempting the whole at once, but to fix it on
one of them at a time; and, when | should be master of that, then to proceed to another,
and so on, till I should have gone thro' the thirteen; and, as the previous acquisition of
some might facilitate the acquisition of certain others, | arrang'd them with that view, as
they stand above.

Temperance first, as it tends to procure that coolness and clearness of head,
which is so necessary where constant vigilance was to be kept up, and guard
maintained against the unremitting attraction of ancient habits, and the force of
perpetual temptations. This being acquir'd and establish'd, Silence would be more easy;
and my desire being to gain knowledge at the same time that | improv'd in virtue, and
considering that in conversation it was obtain'd rather by the use of the ears than of the
tongue, and therefore wishing to break a habit | was getting into of prattling, punning,
and joking, which only made me acceptable to trifling company, | gave _Silence_ the
second place. This and the next, Order_, | expected would allow me more time for
attending to my project and my studies. _Resolution_, once become habitual, would
keep me firm in my endeavours to obtain all the subsequent virtues; _Frugality and
Industry freeing me from my remaining debt, and producing affluence and
independence, would make more easy the practice of Sincerity and Justice, etc., etc.
Conceiving then, that, agreeably to the advice of Pythagoras[67] in his Golden Verses,
daily examination would be necessary, | contrived the

following method for conducting that examination.
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| made a little book, in which | allotted a page for each of the virtues.[68] | rul'd
each page with red ink, so as to have seven columns, one for each day of the week,
marking each column with a letter for the day. | cross'd these columns with thirteen red
lines, marking the beginning of each line with the first letter of one of the virtues, on
which line, and in its proper column, | might mark, by a little black spot, every fault |
found upon examination to have been committed respecting that virtue upon that day.

| determined to give a week's strict attention to each of the virtues successively.
Thus, in the first week, my great guard was to avoid every the least offense against
_Temperance_, leaving the other virtues to their ordinary chance, only marking every
evening the faults of the day. Thus, if in the first week | could keep my first line, marked
T, clear of spots, | suppos'd the habit of that virtue so much strengthen'd, and its
opposite weaken'd, that | might venture extending my attention to include the next, and
for the following week keep both lines clear of spots. Proceeding thus to the last, | could
go thro' a course compleat in thirteen weeks, and four courses in a year. And like him
who, having a garden to weed, does not attempt to eradicate all the bad herbs at once,
which would exceed his reach and his strength, but works on one of the beds at a time,
and, having accomplish'd the first, proceeds to a second, so | should have, | hoped, the
encouraging pleasure of seeing on my pages the progress | made in virtue, by clearing
successively my lines of their spots, till in the end, by a number of courses, | should be
happy in viewing a clean book, after a thirteen weeks' daily examination.

This my little book had for its motto these lines from Addison's
_Cato_:

"Here will I hold. If there's a power above us
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(And that there is, all nature cries aloud
Thro' all her works), He must delight in virtue;

And that which he delights in must be happy."

Another from Cicero,
"O vitae Philosophia dux! O virtutum indagatrix expultrixque
vitiorum! Unus dies, bene et ex praeceptis tuis
actus, peccanti immortalitati est anteponendus."[69]
[69] "O philosophy, guide of life! O searcher out of
virtue and exterminator of vice! One day spent well and
in accordance with thy precepts is worth an immortality

of sin."--_Tusculan Inquiries_, Book V.

Another from the Proverbs of Solomon, speaking of wisdom or virtue:
"Length of days is in her right hand, and in her left hand
riches and honour. Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace." iii. 16, 17.

And conceiving God to be the fountain of wisdom, | thought it right and
necessary to solicit his assistance for obtaining it; to this end | formed the following little
prayer, which was prefix'd to my tables of examination, for daily use.

" O powerful Goodness! bountiful Father! merciful
Guide! Increase in me that wisdom which discovers my

truest interest. Strengthen my resolutions to perform what
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that wisdom dictates. Accept my kind offices to thy other
children as the only return in my power for thy continual
favours to me_."
| used also sometimes a little prayer which | took from Thomson's
Poems, viz.:
"Father of light and life, thou Good Supreme!
O teach me what is good; teach me Thyself!
Save me from folly, vanity, and vice,
From every low pursuit; and fill my soul
With knowledge, conscious peace, and virtue pure;
Sacred, substantial, never-fading bliss!"
The precept of _Order_ requiring that _every part of my business should have

its allotted time_, one page in my little book contain'd the following scheme of

employment for the twenty-four hours of a natural day.

The Morning 5
Question What good shall | | 6 Rise, wash, and address Powerfull Goodness!
do this day? Contrive day’s business, and take the
resolution of the day: prosecute the present
study and breakfast.
.
8
9 Work
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10

11

Noon. 12 Read, or overlook my accounts, and dine.

3 Work

Evening 6

Question What good have |7 Put things in their places. Supper. Music or
| done to-day? diversion, or conversation. Examination of the

day.

10

11

12

Night 1 Sleep
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| enter'd upon the execution of this plan for self-examination, and continu'd it
with occasional intermissions for some time. | was surpris'd to find myself so much fuller
of faults than | had imagined; but | had the satisfaction of seeing them diminish. To
avoid the trouble of renewing now and then my little book, which, by scraping out the
marks on the paper of old faults to make room for new ones in a new course, became
full of holes, | transferr'd my tables and precepts to the ivory leaves of a memorandum
book, on which the lines were drawn with red ink, that made a durable stain, and on
those lines | mark'd my faults with a black-lead pencil, which marks | could easily wipe
out with a wet sponge. After a while | went thro' one course only in a year, and afterward
only one in several years, till at length | omitted them entirely, being employ'd in
voyages and business abroad, with a multiplicity of affairs that interfered; but | always
carried my little book with me.

My scheme of Order gave me the most trouble;[70] and | found that, tho' it
might be practicable where a man's business was such as to leave him the disposition
of his time, that of a journeyman printer, for instance, it was not possible to be exactly
observed by a master, who must mix with the world, and often receive people of
business at their own hours. _Order_, too, with regard to places for things, papers, etc.,
| found extreamly difficult to acquire. | had not been early accustomed to it, and, having
an exceeding good memory, | was not so sensible of the inconvenience attending want
of method. This article, therefore, cost me so much painful attention, and my faults in it
vexed me so much, and | made so little progress in amendment, and had such frequent
relapses, that | was almost ready to give up the attempt, and content myself with a

faulty character in that respect, like the man who, in buying an ax of a smith, my
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neighbour, desired to have the whole of its surface as bright as the edge. The smith
consented to grind it bright for him if he would turn the wheel; he turn'd, while the smith
press'd the broad face of the ax hard and heavily on the stone, which made the turning
of it very fatiguing. The man came every now and then from the wheel to see how the
work went on, and at length would take his ax as it was, without farther grinding. "No,"
said the smith, "turn on, turn on; we shall have it bright by-and-by; as yet, it is only
speckled.” "Yes," says the man, " _but | think | like a speckled ax best_." And | believe
this may have been the case with many, who, having, for want of some such means as |
employ'd, found the difficulty of obtaining good and breaking bad habits in other points
of vice and virtue, have given up the struggle, and concluded that *_a speckled ax was
best "; for something, that pretended to be reason, was every now and then suggesting
to me that such extream nicety as | exacted of myself might be a kind of foppery in
morals, which, if it were known, would make me ridiculous; that a perfect character
might be attended with the inconvenience of being envied and hated; and that a
benevolent man should allow a few faults in himself, to keep his friends in countenance.

"Strangers who came to see him were amazed to behold

papers of the greatest importance scattered in the most

careless way over the table and floor."

In truth, | found myself incorrigible with respect to Order; and now | am grown
old, and my memory bad, | feel very sensibly the want of it. But, on the whole, tho' |
never arrived at the perfection | had been so ambitious of obtaining, but fell far short of
it, yet | was, by the endeavour, a better and a happier man than | otherwise should have

been if | had not attempted it; as those who aim at perfect writing by imitating the
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engraved copies, tho' they never reach the wish'd-for excellence of those copies, their
hand is mended by the endeavour, and is tolerable while it continues fair and legible.

It may be well my posterity should be informed that to this little artifice, with the
blessing of God, their ancestor ow'd the constant felicity of his life, down to his 79th
year, in which this is written. What reverses may attend the remainder is in the hand of
Providence; but, if they arrive, the reflection on past happiness enjoy'd ought to help his
bearing them with more resignation. To Temperance he ascribes his long-continued
health, and what is still left to him of a good constitution; to Industry and Frugality, the
early easiness of his circumstances and acquisition of his fortune, with all that
knowledge that enabled him to be a useful citizen, and obtained for him some degree of
reputation among the learned; to Sincerity and Justice, the confidence of his country,
and the honorable employs it conferred upon him; and to the joint influence of the whole
mass of the virtues,[71] even in the imperfect state he was able to acquire them, all that
evenness of temper, and that cheerfulness in conversation, which makes his company
still sought for, and agreeable even to his younger acquaintance. | hope, therefore, that
some of my descendants may follow the example and reap the benefit.

It will be remark'd that, tho' my scheme was not wholly without religion, there
was in it no mark of any of the distinguishing tenets of any particular sect. | had
purposely avoided them; for, being fully persuaded of the utility and excellency of my
method, and that it might be serviceable to people in all religions, and intending some
time or other to publish it, | would not have anything in it that should prejudice anyone,
of any sect, against it. | purposed writing a little comment on each virtue, in which |

would have shown the advantages of possessing it, and the mischiefs attending its
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opposite vice; and | should have called my book The Art of Virtue,[72] because it would
have shown the means and manner of obtaining virtue, which would have distinguished
it from the mere exhortation to be good, that does not instruct and indicate the means,
but is like the apostle's man of verbal charity, who only without showing to the naked
and hungry how or where they might get clothes or victuals, exhorted them to be fed
and clothed.--James ii. 15, 16.

But it so happened that my intention of writing and publishing this comment
was never fulfilled. | did, indeed, from time to time, put down short hints of the
sentiments, reasonings, etc., to be made use of in it, some of which | have still by me;
but the necessary close attention to private business in the earlier part of my life, and
public business since, have occasioned my postponing it; for, it being connected in my
mind with _a great and extensive project_, that required the whole man to execute, and
which an unforeseen succession of employs prevented my attending to, it has hitherto
remain'd unfinish'd.

In this piece it was my design to explain and enforce this doctrine, that vicious
actions are not hurtful because they are forbidden, but forbidden because they are
hurtful, the nature of man alone considered; that it was, therefore, everyone's interest to
be virtuous who wish'd to be happy even in this world; and | should, from this
circumstance (there being always in the world a number of rich merchants, nobility,
states, and princes, who have need of honest instruments for the management of their
affairs, and such being so rare), have endeavoured to convince young persons that no

qualities were so likely to make a poor man's fortune as those of probity and integrity.
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My list of virtues contain'd at first but twelve; but a Quaker friend having kindly
informed me that | was generally thought proud; that my pride show'd itself frequently in
conversation; that | was not content with being in the right when discussing any point,
but was overbearing, and rather insolent, of which he convinc'd me by mentioning
several instances; | determined endeavouring to cure myself, if | could, of this vice or
folly among the rest, and | added _Humility _ to my list, giving an extensive meaning to
the word.

| cannot boast of much success in acquiring the _reality _ of this virtue, but |
had a good deal with regard to the _appearance_ of it. | made it a rule to forbear all
direct contradiction to the sentiments of others, and all positive assertion of my own. |
even forbid myself, agreeably to the old laws of our Junto, the use of every word or
expression in the language that imported a fix'd opinion, such as _certainly,
undoubtedly , etc., and | adopted, instead of them, _| conceive, | apprehend_, or _|
imagine_ a thing to be so or so; or it _so appears to me at present_. When another
asserted something that | thought an error, | deny'd myself the pleasure of contradicting
him abruptly, and of showing immediately some absurdity in his proposition; and in
answering | began by observing that in certain cases or circumstances his opinion
would be right, but in the present case there _appear'd_or _seem'd_to me some
difference, etc. | soon found the advantage of this change in my manner; the
conversations | engag'd in went on more pleasantly. The modest way in which |
propos'd my opinions procur'd them a readier reception and less contradiction; | had
less mortification when | was found to be in the wrong, and | more easily prevail'd with

others to give up their mistakes and join with me when | happened to be in the right.
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And this mode, which | at first put on with some violence to natural inclination,
became at length so easy, and so habitual to me, that perhaps for these fifty years past
no one has ever heard a dogmatical expression escape me. And to this habit (after my
character of integrity) | think it principally owing that | had early so much weight with my
fellow-citizens when | proposed new institutions, or alterations in the old, and so much
influence in public councils when | became a member; for | was but a bad speaker,
never eloquent, subject to much hesitation in my choice of words, hardly correct in
language, and yet | generally carried my points.

In reality, there is, perhaps, no one of our natural passions so hard to subdue
as _pride_. Disguise it, struggle with it, beat it down, stifle it, mortify it as much as one
pleases, it is still alive, and will every now and then peep out and show itself; you will
see it, perhaps, often in this history; for, even if | could conceive that | had compleatly
overcome it, | should probably be proud of my humility.

Having mentioned _a great and extensive project_ which | had conceiv'd, it
seems proper that some account should be here given of that project and its object. Its
first rise in my mind appears in the following little paper, accidentally preserv'd, viz.:

_Observations_ on my reading history, in Library, May 19th, 1731.

"That the great affairs of the world, the wars, revolutions, etc., are carried on
and effected by patrties.

"That the view of these parties is their present general interest, or what they
take to be such.

"That the different views of these different parties occasion all confusion.
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"That while a party is carrying on a general design, each man has his particular
private interest in view.

"That as soon as a party has gain'd its general point, each member becomes
intent upon his particular interest; which, thwarting others, breaks that party into
divisions, and occasions more confusion.

"That few in public affairs act from a mere view of the good of their country,
whatever they may pretend; and, tho' their actings bring real good to their country, yet
men primarily considered that their own and their country's interest was united, and did
not act from a principle of benevolence.

"That fewer still, in public affairs, act with a view to the good of mankind.

"There seems to me at present to be great occasion for raising a United Party
for Virtue, by forming the virtuous and good men of all nations into a regular body, to be
govern'd by suitable good and wise rules, which good and wise men may probably be
more unanimous in their obedience to, than common people are to common laws.

"l at present think that whoever attempts this aright, and is well qualified,
cannot fail of pleasing God, and of meeting with success. B. F."

Revolving this project in my mind, as to be undertaken hereafter, when my
circumstances should afford me the necessary leisure, | put down from time to time, on
pieces of paper, such thoughts as occurr'd to me respecting it. Most of these are lost;
but I find one purporting to be the substance of an intended creed, containing, as |
thought, the essentials of every known religion, and being free of everything that might
shock the professors of any religion. It is express'd in these words, viz.:

"That there is one God, who made all things.
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"That he governs the world by his providence.

"That he ought to be worshiped by adoration, prayer, and thanksgiving.

"But that the most acceptable service of God is doing good to man.

"That the soul is immortal.

"And that God will certainly reward virtue and punish vice, either here or
hereafter."

My ideas at that time were, that the sect should be begun and spread at first
among young and single men only; that each person to be initiated should not only
declare his assent to such creed, but should have exercised himself with the thirteen
weeks' examination and practice of the virtues, as in the beforemention'd model; that
the existence of such a society should be kept a secret, till it was become considerable,
to prevent solicitations for the admission of improper persons, but that the members
should each of them search among his acquaintance for ingenuous, well-disposed
youths, to whom, with prudent caution, the scheme should be gradually communicated;
that the members should engage to afford their advice, assistance, and support to each
other in promoting one another's interests, business, and advancement in life; that, for
distinction, we should be call'd _The Society of the Free and Easy _: free, as being, by
the general practice and habit of the virtues, free from the dominion of vice; and
particularly by the practice of industry and frugality, free from debt, which exposes a
man to confinement, and a species of slavery to his creditors.

This is as much as | can now recollect of the project, except that |
communicated it in part to two young men, who adopted it with some enthusiasm; but

my then narrow circumstances, and the necessity | was under of sticking close to my
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business, occasioned my postponing the further prosecution of it at that time; and my
multifarious occupations, public and private, induc'd me to continue postponing, so that
it has been omitted till | have no longer strength or activity left sufficient for such an
enterprise; though | am still of opinion that it was a practicable scheme, and might have
been very useful, by forming a great number of good citizens; and | was not discourag'd
by the seeming magnitude of the undertaking, as | have always thought that one man of
tolerable abilities may work great changes, and accomplish great affairs among
mankind, if he first forms a good plan, and, cutting off all amusements or other
employments that would divert his attention, makes the execution of that same plan his

sole study and business.
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XVII SCIENTIFIC EXPERIMENTS

Before | proceed in relating the part | had in public affairs under this new
governor's administration, it may not be amiss here to give some account of the rise and
progress of my philosophical reputation.

In 1746, being at Boston, | met there with a Dr. Spence, who was lately arrived
from Scotland, and show'd me some electric experiments. They were imperfectly
perform'd, as he was not very expert; but, being on a subject quite new to me, they
equally surpris'd and pleased me.

Soon after my return to Philadelphia, our library company receiv'd from Mr. P.
Collinson, Fellow of the Royal Society[106] of London, a present of a glass tube, with
some account of the use of it in making such experiments. | eagerly seized the
opportunity of repeating what | had seen at Boston; and, by much practice, acquired
great readiness in performing those, also, which we had an account of from England,
adding a number of new ones. | say much practice, for my house was continually full,
for some time, with people who came to see these new wonders.

To divide a little this incumbrance among my friends, | caused a number of
similar tubes to be blown at our glass-house, with which they furnish'd themselves, so
that we had at length several performers. Among these, the principal was Mr.
Kinnersley, an ingenious neighbour, who, being out of business, | encouraged to
undertake showing the experiments for money, and drew up for him two lectures, in
which the experiments were rang'd in such order, and accompanied with such
explanations in such method, as that the foregoing should assist in comprehending the

following. He procur'd an elegant apparatus for the purpose, in which all the little



Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin by Benjamin Franklin; Chapters I, IX, XVIII 30

machines that | had roughly made for myself were nicely form'd by instrument-makers.
His lectures were well attended, and gave great satisfaction; and after some time he
went thro' the colonies, exhibiting them in every capital town, and pick'd up some
money. In the West India islands, indeed, it was with difficulty the experiments could be
made, from the general moisture of the air.

Oblig'd as we were to Mr. Collinson for his present of the tube, etc., | thought it
right he should be inform'd of our success in using it, and wrote him several letters
containing accounts of our experiments. He got them read in the Royal Society, where
they were not at first thought worth so much notice as to be printed in their
Transactions. One paper, which | wrote for Mr. Kinnersley, on the sameness of lightning
with electricity,[107] | sent to Dr. Mitchel, an acquaintance of mine, and one of the
members also of that society, who wrote me word that it had been read, but was
laughed at by the connoisseurs. The papers, however, being shown to Dr. Fothergill, he
thought them of too much value to be stifled, and advis'd the printing of them. Mr.
Collinson then gave them to _Cave_ for publication in his Gentleman's Magazine; but
he chose to print them separately in a pamphlet, and Dr. Fothergill wrote the preface.
Cave, it seems, judged rightly for his profit, for by the additions that arrived afterward,
they swell'd to a quarto volume, which has had five editions, and cost him nothing for
copy-money.

It was, however, some time before those papers were much taken notice of in
England. A copy of them happening to fall into the hands of the Count de Buffon,[108] a
philosopher deservedly of great reputation in France, and, indeed, all over Europe, he

prevailed with M. Dalibard[109] to translate them into French, and they were printed at
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Paris. The publication offended the Abbe Nollet, preceptor in Natural Philosophy to the
royal family, and an able experimenter, who had form'd and publish'd a theory of
electricity, which then had the general vogue. He could not at first believe that such a
work came from America, and said it must have been fabricated by his enemies at
Paris, to decry his system. Afterwards, having been assur'd that there really existed
such a person as Franklin at Philadelphia, which he had doubted, he wrote and
published a volume of Letters, chiefly address'd to me, defending his theory, and
denying the verity of my experiments, and of the positions deduc'd from them.

| once purpos'd answering the abbe, and actually began the answer; but, on
consideration that my writings contained a description of experiments which anyone
might repeat and verify, and if not to be verifi'd, could not be defended; or of
observations offer'd as conjectures, and not delivered dogmatically, therefore not laying
me under any obligation to defend them; and reflecting that a dispute between two
persons, writing in different languages, might be lengthened greatly by mistranslations,
and thence misconceptions of one another's meaning, much of one of the abbe's letters
being founded on an error in the translation, | concluded to let my papers shift for
themselves, believing it was better to spend what time | could spare from public
business in making new experiments, than in disputing about those already made. |
therefore never answered M. Nollet, and the event gave me no cause to repent my
silence; for my friend M. le Roy, of the Royal Academy of Sciences, took up my cause
and refuted him; my book was translated into the Italian, German, and Latin languages;

and the doctrine it contain'd was by degrees universally adopted by the philosophers of
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Europe, in preference to that of the abbe; so that he lived to see himself the last of his
sect, except Monsieur B----, of Paris, his _eleve_and immediate disciple.

What gave my book the more sudden and general celebrity, was the success of
one of its proposed experiments, made by Messrs. Dalibard and De Lor at Marly, for
drawing lightning from the clouds. This engag'd the public attention everywhere. M. de
Lor, who had an apparatus for experimental philosophy, and lectur'd in that branch of
science, undertook to repeat what he called the _Philadelphia Experiments_; and, after
they were performed before the king and court, all the curious of Paris flocked to see
them. | will not swell this narrative with an account of that capital experiment, nor of the
infinite pleasure | receiv'd in the success of a similar one | made soon after with a kite at
Philadelphia, as both are to be found in the histories of electricity.

Dr. Wright, an English physician, when at Paris, wrote to a friend, who was of
the Royal Society, an account of the high esteem my experiments were in among the
learned abroad, and of their wonder that my writings had been so little noticed in
England. The society, on this, resum'd the consideration of the letters that had been
read to them; and the celebrated Dr. Watson drew up a summary account of them, and
of all | had afterwards sent to England on the subject, which he accompanied with some
praise of the writer. This summary was then printed in their Transactions; and some
members of the society in London, particularly the very ingenious Mr. Canton, having
verified the experiment of procuring lightning from the clouds by a pointed rod, and
acquainting them with the success, they soon made me more than amends for the slight
with which they had before treated me. Without my having made any application for that

honour, they chose me a member, and voted that | should be excus'd the customary
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payments, which would have amounted to twenty-five guineas; and ever since have
given me their Transactions gratis. They also presented me with the gold medal of Sir
Godfrey Copley[110] for the year 1753, the delivery of which was accompanied by a
very handsome speech of the president, Lord Macclesfield, wherein | was highly

honoured.



