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PREFACE

A quarter-century ago, I compiled an edition of anecdotes by and about Ben Franklin aimed at charting the growth of his fame as America’s enduring voice of good-humored common sense. The present book focuses on how a quintessentially private person used humor to craft the image of an iconic sociable American. Besides noting that mood affected motive and mode, I have identified Franklin’s practical purpose in writing and that his topics were timely, that his models were already familiar to his readers, and that his basic theme was how abusing common sense led to perpetual self-delusion.

Selecting Franklin’s humor must be subjective. Like the judge who knows pornography when he sees it, people know humor when they laugh at it. My favorite samples of Franklin’s humor are those sketches that use a Socratic irony to distance him from his subject. Because his topics were necessarily ephemeral, I have tried in every case to identify the context. Besides identifying the immediate circumstance, model, and intended readers, I have tried to reprint the texts as those readers saw them. Because those sources are generally inaccessible to modern readers, I have cited recent editions in my source notes. Explanatory notes and comments are incorporated in the indented discussions linking each selection. They derive from the resources of the Huntington Library and the unsparing assistance of librarian David Zeidberg and his staff, Lindsay Obregon, Claire V. Fountain, and Evie Cutting.


INTRODUCTION

A Life in Laughter

They used to say that George Washington was first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen, and Franklin was first in everything else. But at the nation’s bicentennial, the mass-circulating Reader’s Digest replaced Washington in the hearts of his countrymen with Ben Franklin because Franklin represented what Americans liked best about themselves.1 If Washington was the father of his countrymen, Franklin was their foxy grandpa, the designated humorist they could always rely on for a sharp saying or merry tale with the “Magical power” to cool the heat and dispel “melancholy fumes.”2

Franklin could have called himself a doctor, diplomat, electrician, frontier general, insurance man, inventor, legislator, librarian, magistrate, newsman, postmaster, promoter, or publisher, but in his will, he called himself merely “printer.” In an age when printers were also writers, he wrote humorous pieces for his brother’s newspaper in Boston, later for his own Pennsylvania Gazette and Poor Richard’s Almanac, for newspapers in London and Paris, and for pamphlets for fun or propaganda at home and abroad. In journalism, humor gave him a competitive edge and in propaganda, a shield for both attack and defense.

At fifteen, impersonating a feisty widow, Silence Dogood, Franklin wrote a series of comical essays for his brother James’s New-England Courant. Her pieces helped in James’s continuing competition with other printers. Most impressive was the lively way that Mrs. Dogood monitored Bostonians’ manners and morals. Her sharp eye for precise detail and keen ear for dialogue and dialect on the streets of cosmopolitan Boston created dramatic immediacy for the new voice of America laughing.

As a new printer in a Philadelphia already overloaded with almanacs, Franklin needed an almanac to stay in business. He impersonated the faux astrologer Poor Richard Saunders, whose mad antics laughed competitors off the field to make Franklin’s almanac Philadelphia’s favorite. The lively proverbs on prudence, thrift, and industry collected as “The Way to Wealth,” one of America’s all-time best sellers, was translated into languages of the western world as diverse as Icelandic and Hebrew.

Leavening the columns of his Pennsylvania Gazette with comical comments on the passing scene, Franklin also impersonated a gallery of letter-writing eccentrics like the gossip Celia Shortface or the playboy Anthony Afterwit, whose acerbic complaints would ignite a chain reaction from other correspondents, all likewise impersonated by Franklin himself. In the 1760s and early 1770s, Franklin adopted the same kind of comic monologues in London newspapers to ridicule the British government’s American policies, as well as the 1780s in Paris newspapers for such whimsical notions as saving daylight to conserve candles.

In conversation and correspondence, Franklin used humor as cover for the natural shyness he tried to overcome through his celebrated system of behavior modification. The 1770s found him still uneasy among strangers, as young Nabby Adams noticed in Paris: “The Dr. is always silent, unless he has some diverting story to tell.”3 His intimate friend Joseph Priestley concurred: “To strangers he was cold and reserved; but where he was intimate, no man indulged more in pleasantry and good humour.”4

In private as in public, the essence of his humor was impersonation. As he impersonated fictional letter writers whose eccentricities would be immediately familiar, so he imitated up-to-date literary models— Addison and Steele, and later Jonathan Swift—that had been proven popular. He also parodied the style or burlesqued the form of legal documents, even official newspapers. Some of his jokes were so familiar that Franklin needed only to allude to them for comic effect. Slyly alluding to inflated British propaganda, he mentioned the Irish trooper who claimed to have single-handedly captured five of the enemy by surrounding them.5

As he agitated on current issues, Franklin further distanced himself with irony and shielded himself with the dramatic immediacy of another form of impersonation, comic apologues. Franklin’s apologues were not merely ornamental. Some, like Aesop’s fables, illustrated ethical or moral points, but most applied to everyday social and political issues. He illustrated governmental inefficiency, for example, by telling about two sailors idling on deck when the boatswain approaches: “What are you doing there, Jack?” “Nothing,” says Jack. “And pray what are you about, Tom?” “I,” says Tom, “am helping him.”6

Franklin applied some of the best apologues to his own problems. When a friend congratulated him on being named ambassador plenipotentiary to the court of France, Franklin told about the two farmers sent to bring home a harrow from a neighbor on their shoulders. One complained that no two men on earth could carry it. “‘Poh!’ said the other, who was vain of his strength, ‘what do you talk of two men? One may carry it. Help it upon my shoulders and see.’ As he proceeded with it, the wag kept exclaiming, ‘Zounds, how strong you are! I could not have thought it. Why, you are a Samson! . . . But you will kill yourself! Pray put it down and rest a little, or let me bear a part of the weight.’ ‘No, no,’ said he, being more encouraged by the compliments, than oppressed by the burden; ‘you shall see I can carry it quite home.’ And so he did.”7

If Franklin’s humor had one overarching theme it was the practice of deception—not only deception of others for fun or profit, but self-deception that could lead to delusion. In “The Way to Wealth,” Franklin impersonates Poor Richard impersonating Old Father Abraham, who preaches to a crowd waiting for a bazaar to open. Old Father Abraham preaches on prudence and thrift, taking his texts not from the Bible but from Poor Richard’s Almanac. The gates open and the crowd dashes in, except for Poor Richard, who, moved by his own words, decides not to buy a new suit after all.

The satire of Poor Richard fooled such sharp critics as Mark Twain and D. H. Lawrence into vilifying Franklin, who in fact loved good wine and fine living, as prototype of American Puritans.

Single mother Polly Baker, prosecuted for having five babies out of wedlock, won acquittal and a husband among the judges on the bench. Franklin’s impersonation was so effective that historians portrayed her as an actual victim of Puritan persecution. When Franklin revealed the deception, the leading French historian, Abbé Raynal, reassured him that Franklin’s fiction was better than other men’s truth.8 No wonder that Balzac praised Franklin’s three greatest inventions as the lightning rod, the republic, and the put-on.9

For the last eighteen years of his life, Franklin kept reworking another masterpiece of deception, his autobiography.10 His revisions over those many years help to put his humorous writing in perspective. Although the narrative breaks off at 1757, on the threshold of his career in diplomacy, its aim and tone were colored by the succeeding thirty years, when as elder statesman he helped engineer the Declaration of Independence, the treaty with France that funded the Revolution, the treaty with Britain that ended it, and the convention of 1787 that produced the Constitution. He would find relief in the irony that helped distance himself from events both past and present.

Franklin’s first version of the autobiography in 1771 is a yarn threaded with humor. The garrulous, foxy grandpa chortles over the pratfalls and pitfalls of his callow youth, much on the model of Fielding’s Tom Jones. At age twenty-one, Franklin almost died from pleurisy. Having suffered through every breath, recovery disappointed him, “regretting in some degree that I must now have all that disagreable work to do over again.”11 His London roommate, James Ralph, found work only as a rural schoolmaster. “Unwilling to have it known that he once was so meanly employ’d, he chang’d his Name, & did me the Honour to assume mine.”12

This is the wry irony of the autobiography as drafted between 1771 and 1775. During war, peacemaking, and old age, Franklin kept revising and adding to it. At the urging of friends, he changed the story from a portrait of the artist as a young man to an apologue on civic virtue for upwardly mobile young America. He gave even humorous scenes a didactic moral. In one episode, a Senecan orator blamed rum for a nocturnal orgy, saying the great Spirit created rum “for Indians to get drunk with.” The authorial voice interrupts the narrative: “Indeed if it be the Design of Providence to extirpate these Savages in order to make room for Cultivators of the Earth, it seems not impossible that Rum may be the appointed Means. It has already annihilated all the Tribes who formerly inhabited the Seacoast.”13

The revisions show Franklin’s characteristically cool control suffering from indignation during a decade of hostilities. To the early draft he added a gratuitous blast at the craven behavior of British troops. During the French and Indian War, he said, “They had plundered and stript the Inhabitants, totally ruining some poor Families by disabling them to planting their Corn or do any thing, besides insulting, abusing & confining the People if they remonstrated.”14

Deeper bitterness apparently enhanced Franklin’s memory of certain events. As the narrative breaks off, Franklin’s antagonist is “a proud, angry man,” Fernando John Paris, lawyer for the proprietors of Pennsylvania. The narrative says that when Franklin sought redress of Pennsylvania’s grievances, Paris rejected his petition as “rude.” In fact, Paris could not have rejected the petition. He had died earlier. Franklin’s memory must have confused him with the two other proud, angry officials who humiliated him in public, Attorney General Alexander Wedderburne and Secretary of State for the Colonies Lord Hillsborough.

Both publicly humiliated Franklin at the height of his honors. His book on electricity in 1751 had made him more popular than Isaac Newton. While representing the colonies in England for ten years, he had been a leading spokesman against British repression. Queried in Parliament about sending troops to police American riots, he warned, “They will not find a rebellion; they may indeed make one.”15 He even met socially sometimes with Prime Minister Lord North and often with Sir John Pringle, obstetrician to the queen.

Prosecutor Wedderburne demolished Franklin’s carefully crafted reputation. Before a packed public hearing at a hall known as the Cockpit, Wedderburne gratuitously damned Franklin’s “self-centered importance” and accused him of betraying the public trust by stealing private mail. Franklin impersonated a stoic but seethed from injured pride for years.

The autobiography treated pride as Franklin’s basic weakness. In his system of behavior modification, he had tried to control thirteen human weaknesses by routinely exercising opposite virtues. Franklin added a thirteenth virtue, Humility. His lifelong effort was to acquire the real humility practiced by Jesus—and, failing that, at least the appearance of it, as put on by Socrates and which became second nature to Franklin. He rationalized, “A benevolent Man would . . . allow a few Faults in himself, to keep his Friends in Countenance.”16

Wedderburne’s insults in the Cockpit infuriated but did not humble him. Franklin labored in London another year, confident that his guile in diplomacy could prevent open rebellion. But Secretary Lord Hillsborough made matters worse by rejecting still another of Franklin’s petitions as rude, “without having read a Word of it.”17 When politics displaced Hillsborough, Franklin felt triumphant and gloried that even the king “has lately been heard to speak of me with great regard.”18

But he could not forget the Cockpit even on the glorious Sunday morning when the great William Pitt, Lord Chatham, came to Franklin’s house seeking his advice on America. Pitt’s noble equipage waited at Franklin’s door “while People were coming from Church”—an episode the more pleasurable to Franklin as “it happen’d on the very Day 12 month, that the Ministry had taken so much pains to disgrace me before the Privy Council.”19 Three years later, as he signed the treaty with France that financed the Revolution, he wore the same suit of spotted Manchester velvet that he had worn in the Cockpit.

Commenting on his “Character,” Franklin confessed, “Costs me nothing to be civil to inferiors, a good deal to be submissive to superiors.”20 If he had trouble controlling pride, he at least converted anger to propaganda. During the war, he composed a fiery letter to William Strahan, his old fellow printer, now a member of Parliament. “You have begun to burn our Towns, and murder our People. Look upon your Hands! They are stained with the Blood of your Relations! You and I were long Friends; You are now my Enemy, and I am, Yours, B Franklin.”21 He did not send the letter to Strahan but circulated it in newspapers at home and abroad.

He would let real anger overflow in other letters never sent. Infuriated by fellow peace commissioner Arthur Lee’s constant carping, he addressed him as paranoid, an extreme “proud and angry man” with a “Sick Mind which is forever Tormenting itself with its Jealousies, Suspicions and Fancies.”22 Bitterness would shadow his celebrated appeal for compromise at the Federal Convention. In his eighties, so weak that John Wilson read the speech aloud, Franklin called compromise the cost of living with human nature controlled by men’s “Prejudices, their Passions, their Errors of Opinion, their local Interests, and their selfish Views.”23

In that speech, Franklin could still draw upon the old-time pleasantry and mirth to cool the heat. He resurrected a well-worn anecdote about Protestant Richard Steele’s telling Pope Clement XI that the only difference between their two churches was “The Romish church is infallible, and the Church of England is never in the wrong.” He also told a recent saying by the Duchess de la Ferté, who, “in a little dispute with her Sister, said, ‘I don’t know how it happens, Sister, but I meet with nobody but myself who’s always in the right.’”

John Adams envied Franklin’s inexhaustible resources: “He had wit at will. He had humor that when he pleased was delicate and delightful. He had a satire that was good natured or caustic, Horace or Juvenal, Swift or Rabelais, at his pleasure. He had talents for irony, allegory and fable, that he could adapt with great skill, to the promotion of moral and political truth. He was master of that infantine simplicity, which the French call naïveté, which never fails to charm, in Phadrus and La Fontaine, from the cradle to the grave.”24 Franklin had to go no further than his earliest Silence Dogood critique of Harvard to find a model for his final satire. Commenting on a speech in Congress favoring the slave trade, he composed a serious allegory, a striking one-to-one correspondence of slavery in 1790 America (black) and 1690 Algiers (white).

Scenes of his last years seemed to replicate the exasperating incidents of the 1770s, except that the role of antagonists then played by proud, angry Britishers—Fernando John Paris, prosecutor Wedderburne, Lord Hillsborough—were now played by proud, angry United States congressmen. Franklin had to remind another generation how Congress had sent him to Canada in winter. “Upwards of 70 years of age, he suffered in his health by the hardships of this journey; lodging in the woods, etc., in so inclement a season; but being recovered, the Congress in the same year ordered him to France.”25

Among the last things Franklin would write was a petition to Congress seeking compensation for a half-century of selfless public service. Congress refused to grant him western lands such as had been awarded to Arthur Lee. They refused franking privileges. And, with echoes of the Cockpit, in denying reparations, they accused Ben Franklin of kiting his accounts.26 Live by irony; die by irony. Like Secretary Lord Hillsborough earlier, Congress would not even read his petition.27

Considering the trajectory of his sixty years in public service, it would be unreasonable to expect a consistent level in the quality of Franklin’s humor. The humor for highly competitive journalism and promotional campaigns followed proven models. Private and public humorous writings of the 1760s and early 1770s sharpened with pressures of his mission to London. Besides serving for propaganda, Franklin’s humor during the war decade in Paris secured favor by following the prevailing French fashion for genteel bagatelles. Although some erupted in savage anti-British propaganda, other sketches, as in earliest days, joked about contemporary events. In Franklin’s last years, the writings produced under constant pain seldom flashed with the old brilliance.

Franklin said, “There can be no real Humour in an Affectation of Humour.”28 He had valued humor as not an end in itself but a means to gaining a competitive edge, disseminating information, or promoting a program. Writing about timely topics with models and material already popular with a mass reading class, Franklin has left an amusing record of everyday life at the birth of our nation. The best of his humor transcends its immediate purpose and continues to evoke undying laughter at shared human experience.

Franklin’s stories and sayings are engraved in our culture—“snug as a bug in the rug” or “Nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.” Even if he never said it, he is blamed for the smart saying about hanging together or hanging separately. Other such sayings, less well known but more worthy, now surface on the World Wide Web— “Quacks were the greatest lyars in the world—except their patients.”29

Understanding the importance of the context in which they were told, Jefferson has left the best record of Franklin actually telling stories. Jefferson tells how while in France they heard that partisan Congressmen had hit an impasse and adjourned. “Speaking with Dr. Franklin on this singular disposition of men to quarrel and divide into parties, he gave his sentiments as usual by way of Apologue. He mentioned the Eddystone lighthouse in the British channel as being built on a rock in the mid-channel, was totally inaccessible in winter, from the boisterous character of that sea, in that season. That therefore, for the two keepers employed to keep up the lights, all provisions for the winter were necessarily carried to them in autumn, as they could never be visited again until the return of the milder season. That on the first practicable day in the spring a boat put off to them with fresh supplies. The boatman met at the door one of the Keepers and accosted him with a, How goes it friend?

     Very well.

How is your companion?

I do not know.

Don’t know? Is not he here?

I can’t tell.

Have not you seen him today?

No.

When did you see him?

Not since last fall.

You have killed him?

Not I, indeed.

“They were about to lay hold of him, as having certainly murdered his companion; but he desired them to go upstairs and examine for themselves. They went up, and there found the other keeper. They had quarreled it seems soon after being there, had divided into two parties, assigned the cares below to one, and those above to the other, and had never spoken to or seen one another since.”30

Benjamin Franklin shaped his own image through his impersonations in “The Way to Wealth,” the autobiography, and his familiar letters, but like Jefferson, James Madison also helped by recording such charming though distilled apologues as this: “Previous to the [Constitutional] Convention, and whilst the States were seeking their respective regulations, to enlarge as much as possible their share of the general commerce, the Dr. alluding to their jealousies and competitions remarked that it would be best for all of them to let the trade be free, in which case it would level itself, and leave to each its proper share. These contests he said put him in mind of what had once passed between a littl boy & little girl eating milk & bread out of the same bowl, ‘Brother,’ cried the little girl, ‘eat on your own side, you get more than your share.’”31

Then, as now, stories and sayings about him accumulated in which neither face nor facetiae were originally Franklin’s. A story about him would eventually be assigned to someone else. One tale tells how, entering an inn one stormy night, Franklin finds all the seats around the fireplace occupied by local gentry. When they hear him ask the landlord to feed his horse oysters, the curious gentry troop outside to see a horse eat oysters, leaving the fire to Franklin. A half-century later, the same tale is told about Abe Lincoln, with the oysters turned into catfish.32 Lincoln had supplanted Franklin in the folklore of their countrymen.

As a confirmed eclectic himself, Franklin would have expected no less. In August 1788, the eclectic periodical American Museum retold Franklin’s tale about an eccentric Parisian who would offer to abuse English tourists with a hot poker. Refused, he would ask for at least the cost of heating the poker. The American Museum embellished the dialogue with cursing on both sides. Franklin reacted by telling about a tale-bearer who reported a dispute between Queen Anne and the Archbishop of Canterbury that “made both the Queen and the Archbishop swear three or four thumping oaths in every sentence.” A skeptic interrupted: “But did the Queen and the Archbishop swear so? . . .” “O no, no,” says the speaker, “that is only my way of telling the story.”33


1

SILENCE DOGOOD

1722–1723

At thirteen, Franklin plunged into print with a timely ballad about lighthouse keeper George Worthylake drowning with two daughters in the heavy November surf of Boston Harbor. A few months later, he followed with another timely ballad on the capture of the notorious pirate Blackbeard off the Carolina coast. Emboldened, he adopted higher models. Having learned to write by imitating Addison and Steele’s popular Spectator essays, Franklin aspired to their role as censor of morals and manners. He would correct deviations from community standards by exposing them to ridicule. At sixteen, he transplanted their style to Boston in James Franklin’s New-England Courant. He left no doubt about his model in his first sketch, using many of the Spectator’s words. No attribution was necessary, because readers would have known Addision and Steele’s style anywhere. Such copying, common in Franklin’s time, would be considered legitimate imitation.1

Franklin, fearing that James never would have published work by a mere boy otherwise, slipped the first “Silence Dogood” essay through the door under cover of darkness and the pseudonym Silence Dogood, a feisty Boston widow lady. The Courant ran fourteen of her essays fortnightly from 2 April through 8 October 1722. Mrs. Dogood’s timely remarks on society and fashion sometimes resonate with Benjamin Franklin’s incipient talents. But the polished writing suggests help from the coterie of writers, the Couranteers, who lounged around brother James’s shop to read London literary periodicals and imitate them in articles for the Courant under names like Timothy Turnstone and Zechariah Hearwell.2 The coterie spent the winter of 1721–1722 mocking Rev. Cotton Mather, who branded them “The Hell-Fire Club” for abusing Boston’s clergy. Not surprisingly, then, young Franklin crafted the sprightly widow’s name from two of Mather’s recent tracts, Silentarius and Essays to Do Good. Why a widow? One-fourth of Boston’s adults were widows.3

Even more subtle for modern readers (though not for Franklin’s contemporaries) is the allusion to Mather’s overwrought scene in the third book of his Magnalia Christi Americana (pt. 2, chap. 2, p. 77). Sailing from Newbury to Marblehead with his family, preacher John Avery “was by a Wave sweeping him off, immediately wafted away to Heaven,” says Mather. Mrs. Dogood indicts a comparably culpable wave for the death of her father.

As he, poor Man, stood upon the Deck rejoycing at my Birth, a merciless Wave entred the Ship, and in one Moment carry’d him beyond Reprieve. This was the first Day which I saw, the last that was seen by my Father; and thus was my disconsolate Mother at once made both a Parent and a Widow. [No. 1]4

Mrs. Dogood’s balance of contrasting terms (first Day and last, Parent and Widow) will become a hallmark of Franklin’s epigrammatic style, as in, “It is not [General Howe] who had taken Philadelphia, but Philadelphia who had taken him.”5 After telling how she owed her writing skill to a country parson who encouraged her love of books, Mrs. Dogood concludes the first chapter with the same sort of front-loaded shot.

I liv’d a chearful Country Life, spending my leisure Time either in some innocent Diversion with the neighbouring females, or in some shady Retirement, with the best of Company, Books. Thus I past away the Time with a Mixture of Profit and Pleasure, having no Affliction but what was imaginary, and created in my own Fancy; as nothing is more common with us Women, than to be grieving for nothing, when we have nothing else to grieve for. [No. 1]

Aside from Addison and Steele’s carefully crafted style, Mrs. Dogood sounds like Daniel Defoe’s spunky, smart, and independent heroines, particularly Moll Flanders, whose popular memoirs appeared in January 1722. In a passage for tonal comparison, Mrs. Flanders offers a capsule account of her first marriage: “Modesty forbids me to reveal the Secrets of the Marriage Bed. . . . My Husband was so Fuddled when he came to Bed, that he could not remember in the Morning, whether he had any Conversation [sex] with me or no. . . . It concerns the Story in hand very little, to enter into the farther particulars . . . [of] the five Years that I liv’d with this Husband; only to observe that I had two Children by him, and that at the end of five Year he died: He had been really a very good Husband to me, and we liv’d very agreeably together.”6 In contrast, Mrs. Dogood’s account of her last marriage relies on schoolyard innuendo (fruitless, topping) for comic effect.

My Reverend Master who had hitherto remained a Batchelor, (after much Meditation on the Eighteenth verse of the Second Chapter of Genesis,) took up a Resolution to marry; and having made several unsuccessful fruitless Attempts on the more topping Sort of our Sex, and being tir’d with making troublesome Journeys and Visits to no Purpose, he began unexpectedly to cast a loving Eye upon Me, whom he had brought up cleverly to his Hand. . . .

We lived happily together in the Heighth of conjugal Love and mutual Endearments, for near Seven Years, in which Time we added Two likely Girls and a Boy to the Family of the Dogoods: But alas! When my Sun was in its meridian Altitude, inexorable unrelenting Death, as if he had envy’d my Happiness and Tranquility, and resolv’d to make me entirely miserable by the Loss of so good an Husband, hastened his Flight to the heavenly World, by a sudden unexpected Departure from this. [No. 2]

To prevent her young son, William, from idleness, her boarder, Clericus, advises sending him to Harvard. This induces her to dream about the Temple of Learning devoted to idleness and dissipation. Her sketch contributed to the ongoing feud between the Couranteers and the local clergy. The competing Boston Gazette (28 May 1722) claimed the dream was nonsense (“Whoever heard of taking a Plow into a Temple!”). The critic himself talked nonsense in charging plagiarism from Richard Allestree’s didactic The Gentleman’s Calling (1670). Obviously Franklin’s model was the allegorical “Vision of Mirza” (1 September 1711), one of the Spectator’s most popular papers.7 Where the “Vision of Mirza” scanned generalized vices and virtues, Mrs. Dogood’s vision had a local habitation and a name.

I reflected in my Mind on the extream Folly of those Parents who, blind to their Childrens Dulness, and insensible of the Solidity of their Skulls, because they think their Purses can afford it, will needs send them to the Temple of Learning, where, for want of a suitable Genius, they learn little more than how to carry themselves handsomely, and enter a Room genteely, (which might as well be acquir’d at a Dancing-School,) and from whence they return, after Abundance of Trouble and Charge, as great Blockheads as ever, only more proud and self-conceited.

While I was in the midst of these unpleasant Reflections, Clericus (who with a Book in his Hand was walking under the Trees) accidentally awak’d me; to him I related my Dream with all its Particulars, and he, without much Study, presently interpreted it, assuring me, That it was a lively Representation of HARVARD COLLEGE, Etcetera. [No. 4]

For her contribution to the Couranteers’ ongoing critique of women’s society and fashion, Mrs. Dogood had—besides the Spectator—many models in the London popular press as, for example, in the weekly British Apollo, Defoe’s Review, or London’s Penny-Post. But her model lay closer to home in the frequent columns by Couranteer Nathaniel Gardner. Franklin adopted his device of chatting with correspondents (himself under assumed names). For example, Mrs. Dogood responds to criticism from “Ephraim Censorious” by publishing his letter. The trick here is to distinguish her style from that of her correspondent, which Franklin reinforces by concluding “Ephraim’s” letter with salacious innuendo.

Let the first Volley of your Resentments be directed against Female Vice; let Female Idleness, Ignorance and Folly, (which are Vices more peculiar to your Sex than to our’s,) be the Subject of your Satyrs, but more especially Female Pride, which I think is intollerable. Here is a large Field that wants Cultivation, and which I believe you are able (if willing) to improve with Advantage; and when you have once reformed the Women, you will find it a much easier Task to reform the Men, because Women are the prime Causes of a great many Male Enormities. [No. 5]

With an eye to print-shop business, Mrs. Dogood’s satire on the vanity of “Hoop-Petticoats” offers comical treatment of a quasi-religious pamphlet published in the same year by James Franklin. The anonymous author of Hoop-Petticoats Arraigned and Condemned by the Light of Nature and Law of God sends a simple message to women of fashion: “Methinks they would do well to consider, that strait is the gate, & narrow the way that leads to Life; and whether their extensive Hoops may not be some hindrance unto them in walking this narrow way” (3). Mrs. Dogood also yokes incongruous images in a solution both comical and sensible, prefiguring the Paris citizen who later proposes daylight savings. She had another model in the Spectator (26 July 1711), which also exaggerated the image of hoopskirts as fortification (“Outworks and Lines of Circumvallation”). In keeping a more exaggerated caricature under control, Franklin at age sixteen displayed a major advance in keeping comic imagery credible.

These monstrous topsy-turvy Mortar-Pieces, are neither fit for the Church, the Hall, or the Kitchen; and if a Number of them were well mounted on Noddles-Island, they would look more like Engines of War for bombarding the Town, than Ornaments of the Fair Sex. An honest Neighbour of mine, happening to be in Town some time since on a publick Day, inform’d me, that he saw four Gentlewomen with their Hoops half mounted in a Balcony, as they withdrew to the Wall, to the great terror of the Militia, who (he thinks) might attribute their irregular Volleys to the formidable Appearance of the Ladies Petticoats.

I assure you, Sir, I have but little Hopes of perswading my Sex, by this Letter, utterly to relinquish the extravagant Foolery, and Indication of Immodesty, in this monstrous Garb of their’s; but I would at least desire them to lessen the Circumference of their Hoops, and leave it with them to consider, Whether they, who pay no Rates or Taxes, ought to take up more Room in the King’s High-Way, than the Men, who yearly contribute to the Support of the Government. [No. 6]

Another exercise in comic technique of a different sort foreshadows Franklin’s deadpan style in mocking the gullibility of competing almanac maker, Titan Leeds, and also previews the theme of the classic “Old Mistresses Apologue.” The present sketch follows directly from Mrs. Dogood’s tenth essay, which chiefly reprinted extracts from Defoe’s Essay on Projects proposing an insurance plan for indigent widows. It differs from a petition by “Chastity Loveworth” in the Spectator (9 February 1712) against women who spoil suitors for other women: the petition from Mrs. Dogood’s correspondent guilelessly reveals a more selfish motive.

1. That your Petitioner being puff’d up in her younger Years with a numerous Train of Humble Servants, had the Vanity to think, that her extraordinary Wit and Beauty would continually recommend her to the Esteem of the Gallants; and therefore as soon as it came to be publickly known that any gentleman address’d her, he was immediately discarded.

2. That several of your Petitioners Humble Servants, who upon their being rejected by her, were, to all Apperance in a dying Condition, have since recover’d their Health, and been several Years married, to the great Surprize and Grief of your Petitioner, who parted with them upon no other Conditions, but that they should die or run distracted for her, as several of them faithfully promis’d to do.

3. That your Petititoner finding her self disappointed in and neglected by her former Adorers, and no new Offers appearing for some Years past, she has been industriously contracting Acquaintance with several Families in Town and Country, where any young Gentlemen or Widowers have resided, and endeavour’d to appear as conversable as possible before them: She has likewise been a strict Observer of the Fashion, and always appear’d well dress’d. And the better to restore her decay’d Beauty, she has consum’d above Fifty Pound’s Worth of the most approved Cosmeticks. But all won’t do.

Your Petitioner therefore most humbly prays, That you would be pleased to form a Project for the Relief of all those penitent Mortals of the fair Sex, that are like to be punish’d with their Virginity until old Age, for the Pride and Insolence of their Youth.

And your Petitioner (as in Duty bound) shall ever pray, &c.

Margaret Aftercast.

Were I endow’d with the Faculty of Matchmaking, it should be improv’d for the Benefit of Mrs. Margaret, and others in her Condition: But since my extream Modesty and Taciturnity, forbids an Attempt of this Nature, I would advise them to relieve themselves in a Method of Friendly Society . . . whereby every single Woman, upon full Proof given of her continuing a Virgin for the Space of Eighteen Years, (dating her Virginity from the Age of Twelve,) should be entituled to 500 Pounds in ready Cash. [No. 11]

A few years earlier, Franklin’s initial plunge into print had been sailors’ ballads on timely topics, such as the capture of Blackbeard and the drowning of the local lighthouse keeper. Now, to show that every doggerel hath its day, Mrs. Dogood comments on a poem by Dr. John Herrick.8 She is up to date in supporting Isaac Watts’s efforts to restore common sense and common language to poetry—“plain Narration and a simple Dress,”9 modeled on the words, if not the music, of Alexander Pope’s popular “Receit to make an Epick Poem.”10 Franklin burlesques the form, parodies the content of a specific poem, and creates a new category for Kitelic verse. If nothing else, the sustained, cool control of Mrs. Dogood’s exaggerated encomium hints at corporate authorship among the Couranteers lounging in James Franklin’s shop.

It has been the Complaint of many Ingenious Foreigners, who have travell’d amongst us, That good Poetry is not to be expected in New-England. I am apt to Fancy, the Reason is, not because our Countreymen are altogether void of a Poetical Genius, nor yet because we have not those Advantages of Education which other Countries have, but purely because we do not afford that Praise and Encouragement which is merited, when any thing extraordinary of this Kind is produc’d among us: Upon which Consideration I have determined, when I meet with a Good Piece of New-England Poetry, to give it a suitable Encomium, and thereby endeavour to discover to the World some of its Beautys, in order to encourage the Author to go on, and bless the World with more, and more Excellent Productions.

There has lately appear’d among us a most Excellent Piece of Poetry, entituled, An Elegy upon the much Lamented Death of Mrs. Mehitebell Kitel, Wife of Mr. John Kitel of Salem, &c. It may justly be said in its Praise, without Flattery to the Author, that it is the most Extraordinary Piece that ever was wrote in New-England. The Language is so soft and Easy, the Expression so moving and pathetick, but above all, the Verse and Numbers so Charming and Natural, that it is almost beyond Comparison,

The Muse disdains
Those Links and Chains,
Measures and Rules of vulgar Strains,
And o’er the Laws of Harmony a Sovereign Queen she reigns.
—Watts [“Two Happy Rivals,” 11–14, Horae Lyricae (1709)]

I find no English Author, Ancient or Modern, whose Elegies may be compar’d with this, in respect to the Elegance of Stile, or Smoothness of Rhime; and for the affecting Part, I will leave your Readers to judge, if ever they read any Lines, that would sooner make them draw their Breath and Sigh, if not shed Tears, than these following.

Come let us mourn, for we have lost a Wife, a Daughter, and a Sister
Who has lately taken Flight, and greatly we have mist her.

In another Place,

Some little Time before she yielded up her Breath,
She said, I ne’er shall hear one Sermon more on Earth
She kist her Husband some little Time before she expir’d,
Then lean’d her Head the Pillow on, just out of Breath and tir’d.

BUT the Threefold Appellation in the first Line

—a Wife, a Daughter, and a Sister,

must not pass unobserved. That Line in the celebrated Watts,

Gunston the Just, the Generous, and the Young,

is nothing Comparable to it. The latter only mentions three Qualifications of one Person who was deceased, which therefore could raise Grief and Compassion but for One. Whereas the former, (our most excellent Poet) gives his Reader a Sort of an Idea of the Death of Three Persons, viz.

—a Wife, a Daughter, and a Sister,

which is Three Times as great a Loss as the Death of One, and consequently must raise Three Times as much Grief and Compassion in the Reader.

I should be very much straitned for Room, if I should attempt to discover even half the Excellencies of this Elegy which are obvious to me. Yet I cannot omit one Observation, which is, that the Author has (to his Honour) invented a new Species of Poetry, which wants a Name, and was never before known. His Muse scorns to be confin’d to the old Measures and Limits, or to observe the dull Rules of Criticks. . . .

Now ’tis Pity that such an Excellent Piece should not be dignify’d with a particular Name; and seeing it cannot justly be called, either Epic, Sapphic, Lyric, or Pindaric, nor any other Name yet invented, I presume it may, (in Honour and Remembrance of the Dead) be called the KITELIC. Thus much in the Praise of Kitelic Poetry.

It is certain, that those Elegies which are of our own Growth, (and our Soil seldom produces any other sort of Poetry) are by far the greatest part, wretchedly Dull and Ridiculous. Now since it is imagin’d by many, that our Poets are honest, well-meaning Fellows, who do their best, and that if they had but some Instructions how to govern Fancy with Judgment, they would make indifferent good Elegies, I shall here subjoin a Receipt for that purpose, which was left me as a Legacy, (among other valuable Rarities) by my Reverend Husband. It is as follows,

A RECEIPT to make a New-England Funeral ELEGY

For the Title of your Elegy. Of these you may have enough ready made to your Hands; but if you should chuse to make it your self, you must be sure not to omit the Words Aetatis Suae [at age of], which will Beautify it exceedingly.

For the Subject of your Elegy. Take one of your Neighbours who has lately departed this Life; it is no great matter at which Age the Party dy’d, but it will be best if he went away suddenly, being Kill’d, Drown’d, or Froze to Death.

Having chose the Person, take all his Virtues, Excellencies, &c. and if he have not enough, you may borrow some to make up a sufficient Quantity: To these add his Last Words, dying Expressions, &c. if they are to be had; mix all these together, and be sure you strain them well. Then season all with a Handful or two of Melancholly Expressions, such as, Dreadful, Deadly, cruel cold Death, unhappy Fate, weeping eyes, &c. Have mixed all these Ingredients well, put them into the empty Scull of some young Harvard; (but in Case you have ne’er a One at Hand, you may use your own,) there let them Ferment for the Space of a Fortnight, and by that Time they will be incorporated into a Body, which take out, and having prepared a sufficient Quantity of double Rhimes, such as Power, Flower; Quiver, Shiver; Grieve us, Leave us; tell you, excel you; Expeditions, Physicians; Fatigue him, Intrigue him, &c. you must spread all upon Paper, and if you can procure a Scrap of Latin to put at the End, it will garnish it mightily; then having affixed your Name at the Bottom, with a Moestus Composuit [writ in sorrow], you will have an Excellent Elegy.

N.B. This receipt will serve when a Female is the Subject of your elegy, provided you borrow a greater Quantity of Virtues, Excellencies, &c. [No. 7]

In 1722, Mrs. Dogood must have known that Boston’s wine was safer than the water. With a population near 10,000, there was one liquor retailer for about every twenty families.11 As censor of public morals, Mrs. Dogood deplored excessive drinking as uncontrolled self-indulgence and self-deception. Franklin could easily have been parodying such temperance sermons as Benjamin Wadsworth’s An Essay to Do Good (Boston, 1710) whose description of “gross common Drunkards” includes descriptions like, “Staggering, Yawning, Slavering, Wallowing in His Vomit; or so Stupefy’d that he can’t move any more than a log” (A4). More timely would be acknowledging a new dictionary to compete with Thomas Blount’s old-fashioned favorite, Glossographia. Nathaniel Bailey had just published An Universal Etymological English Dictionary featuring such pertinent terms as “Bowse—to drink stoutly,” and the term “mellow” to describe being drunk. Mrs. Dogood’s own list derives from Franklin’s experience as well as authority, and with age, it expanded from 19 terms to 228 in the Pennsylvania Gazette (6 January 1738).12

The wordplay covers more serious purpose. Franklin here and hereafter, in private and public, exaggerates how reasonable men will find or make a reason for anything they have a mind to do. Again, very sophisticated for a sixteen-year-old, he treats drinking to excess as appetite acquired by habit, a social folly affecting character as well as manners.

As the Effects of Liquor are various, so are the Characters given to its Devourers. It argues some Shame in the Drunkards themselves, in that they have invented numberless Words and Phrases to cover their Folly, whose proper Significations are harmless, or have no Signification at all. They are seldom known to be “drunk,” tho they are very often “boozey, cogey, tipsey, fox’d, merry, mellow, fuddl’d, groatable, Confoundedly cut, See two Moons, are Among the Philistines, In a very good Humour, See the Sun, or, The Sun has shone upon them; they Clip the King’s English, are Almost froze, Feavourish, In their Attitudes, Pretty well enter’d, &c.” In short, every Day produces some new Word or Phrase which might be added to the Vocabulary of the “Tiplers”: But I have chose to mention these few, because if at any Time a Man of Sobriety and Temperance happens to “cut himself confoundedly,” or is “almost froze,” or “fevourish,” or accidentally “sees the Sun,” &c. he may escape the Imputation of being “drunk,” when his Misfortune comes to be related. [No. 12]

Allying temperance with chastity, Mrs. Dogood tells about a night ramble that revealed sex in the city openly enjoyed on the streets. Her lively description follows a series of pieces (by Couranteer Captain Christopher Taylor) in the Courant (26 February, 2 April, 9 April) on rampant illicit sex. Her model, however, was Nathaniel Gardner’s anonymous sketch of his own reception by women of the street after the Courant had accused them of idleness and vanity: “It was with no small Pleasure that I heard my self rail’d at the other Night by a couple of Females, as I pass’d along the Street. After their Gallant had inform’d them who I was, they broke out, Well! That’s he that we saw t’other Day to be sure. I desire to be satisfy’d! He’s the ugliest Fellow that I ever saw in my Life.—He’s short Neck’d, stubbed Shank’d, rusty Hair’d,—Lawful Heart! He’s deform’d, and dull, and every thing. [26 February 1722].

In one of the late pleasant Moon-light Evenings, I so far indulg’d in my self the Humour of the Town in walking abroad, as to continue from my Lodgings two or three Hours later than usual, & was pleas’d beyond Expectation before my Return. Here I found various Company to observe, and various Discourse to attend to. I met indeed with the common fate of Listeners, (who hear no good of themselves,) but from a Consciousness of my Innocence, receiv’d it with a Satisfaction beyond what the Love of Flattery and the Daubings of a Parasite could produce.

The Company who rally’d me were about Twenty in Number, of both Sexes; and tho’ the Confusion of Tongues (like that of Babel) which always happens among so many impetuous Talkers, render’d their Discourse not so intelligible as I could wish, I learnt thus much, That one of the Females pretended to know me, from some Discourse she had heard at a certain House before the Publication of one of my Letters; adding, That I was a Person of an ill Character, and kept a criminal Correspondence with a Gentleman who assisted me in Writing. One of the Gallants clear’d me of this random Charge, by saying, That tho’ I wrote in the Character of a Woman, he knew me to be a Man; But, continu’d he, he has more need of endeavouring a Reformation in himself, than spending his Wit in satyrizing others.

I had no sooner left this Set of Ramblers, but I met a Crowd of Tarpolins and their Doxies, link’d to each other by the Arms, who ran (by their own Account) after the Rate of Six Knots an Hour, and bent their Course towards the Common. Their eager and amorous Emotions of Body, occasion’d by taking their Mistresses in Tow, they call’d wild Steerage: And as a Pair of them happen’d to trip and come to the Ground, the Company were call’d upon to bring to, for that Jack and Betty were founder’d.

But this Fleet were not less comical or irregular in their Progress than a Company of Females I soon after came up with, who, by throwing their Heads to the Right and Left, at every one who pass’d by them, I concluded came out with no other Design than to revive the Spirit of Love in Disappointed Batchelors, and expose themselves to Sale to the first Bidder.

But it would take up too much Room . . . to mention all the Occasions of Diversion I met with in this Night’s Ramble. As it grew later, I observed, that many pensive Youths with down Looks and a slow Pace, would be ever now and then crying out on the Cruelty of their Mistresses; others with a more rapid Pace and chearful Air, would be swinging their Canes, and clapping their Cheeks, and whispering at certain Intervals, I’m certain I shall have her! This is more than I expected! How charmingly she talks! &c.

Upon the whole I conclude, That our Night-Walkers are a set of People, who contribute very much to the Health and Satisfaction of those who have been fatigu’d with Business or Study, and occasionally observe their pretty Gestures and Impertinencies. But among Men of Business, the Shoemakers, and other Dealers in Leather, are doubly oblig’d to them, inasmuch as they exceedingly promote the Consumption of their Ware: And I have heard of a Shoemaker, who being ask’d by a noted Rambler, Whether he could tell how long her Shoes would last; very prettily answer’d, That he knew how many Days she might wear them, but not how many Nights, because they were then put to a more violent and irregular Service, than when she employ’d her self in the common Affairs of the House. [No. 13]

Mrs. Dogood’s fourteenth and final letter simply abstracted passages from a series about church and state in the London Journal, “Cato’s Letters” (4 February 1720/1). Her sketch about night walking represented the height of a learning curve that began with Franklin imitating the narrative method of Addison and Steele. After a mere seven months, he could imitate the more dramatic methods of John Bunyan and Daniel Defoe, whom he praised for mixing “Narration & Dialogue, a Method of Writing very engaging to the Reader, who in the most interesting Parts finds himself as it were brought into the Company, & present at the Discourse.”13 He had learned to dramatize humorous subjects in such a way as to let their words alone reveal their characters. In this respect Franklin had surpassed the Couranteers like Nathaniel Gardner, who had mentored, if not collaborated on, the series.14

Franklin’s circumstances ceased to be amusing. During 1722–1723, local authorities, indignant at the Courant’s constant sniping, twice jailed James Franklin. Benjamin Franklin, who was listed as editor of the New-England Courant after his brother was jailed, risked jail himself, especially after Mrs. Dogood’s ninth sketch attacked clergy who manipulated politicians. Franklin would later claim his brother’s abuse drove him to break his apprentice bond and leave town. More romantically, his excuse was that he had gotten a girl pregnant. Whatever the case, in September 1723, at the age of seventeen, he sallied forth to face life friendless in Philadelphia.
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