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Dear Son: I have ever had
pleasure in obtaining any little anecdotes of my ancestors. You may
remember the inquiries I made among the remains of my relations
when you were with me in England, and the journey I 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, I sit down
to write them for you. To which I have besides some other
inducements. Having emerged from the poverty and obscurity in which
I 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 I made use of,
which with 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 I reflected on it, has induc’d me sometimes
to say, that were it offer’d to my Choice, I 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 would I if I might, besides correcting
the Faults, change some sinister Accidents & Events of it for
others more favourable, but tho’ this were deny’d, I should still
accept the Offer. However, 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, the putting it down in
Writing.


  

Hereby, too, I shall indulge the Inclination so natural in old Men,
to be talking of themselves and their own past Actions, and I shall
indulge it, without being troublesome to others who thro’ respect
to Age might think themselves oblig’d to give me a Hearing, since
this may be read or not as any one pleases. And lastly, (I may as
well confess it, since my Denial of it will be believ’d by nobody)
perhaps I shall a good deal gratify my own Vanity. Indeed I scarce
ever heard or saw the introductory Words, Without Vanity I may say,
&c but some vain thing immediately follow’d. Most People
dislike Vanity in others whatever Share they have of it themselves,
but I give it fair Quarter wherever I meet with it, being persuaded
that it is often productive of Good to the Possessor & to
others that are within his Sphere of Action: And therefore in many
Cases it would not be quite absurd if a Man were to thank God for
his Vanity among the other Comforts of Life.
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And now I speak of thanking God,
I desire with all Humility to acknowledge, that I owe the mention’d
Happiness of my past Life to his kind Providence, which led me to
the Means I us’d & gave them Success. My Belief of this,
induces me to hope, tho’ I must not presume, that the same Goodness
will still be exercis’d towards me in continuing that Happiness, or
in enabling me to bear a fatal Reverse, which I may experience as
others have done, the Complexion of my future Fortune being known
to him only: and 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, furnish’d me
with several Particulars relating to our Ancestors. From these
Notes I learned that the Family had liv’d in the same Village,
Ecton in Northamptonshire, for 300 Years, & how much longer he
knew not (perhaps from the Time when the Name Franklin that before
was the Name of an Order of People, was assum’d by them for a
Surname, when others took Surnames all over the Kingdom.—(Here a
Note) on a Freehold of about 30 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
& my Father both followed as to their eldest Sons. When I
search’d the Register at Ecton, I found an Account of their Births,
Marriages and Burials, from the Year 1555 only, there being no
Register kept in that Parish at any time preceding. By that
Register I perceiv’d that I was the youngest Son of the youngest
Son for 5 Generations back. My Grandfather Thomas, who was born in
1658, 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 serv’d an Apprenticeship. There
my Grandfather died and lies buried. We saw his Gravestone in 1758.
His eldest Son Thomas liv’d 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 4 Sons that grew up, viz. Thomas,
John, Benjamin and Josiah.
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I will give you what Account I can of them at this distance from my
Papers, and if they 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 encourag’d in Learning (as all his
Brothers like wise were) by an Esquire Palmer, then the principal
Gentleman in that Parish, he qualify’d himself for the Business of
Scrivener, became a considerable Man in the County Affairs, was a
chief Mover of all public Spirited Undertakings, for the County, or
Town of Northampton & his own Village, of which many Instances
were told us at Ecton, and he was much taken Notice of and
patroniz’d by the then Lord Halifax. He died in 1702, Jan. 6, old
Style, just 4 Years to a Day before I was born. The Account we
receiv’d of his Life & Character from some old People at Ecton,
I 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 suppos’d a Transmigration. John was bred a
Dyer, I believe of Woollens. Benjamin, was bred a Silk Dyer,
serving an Apprenticeship at London. He was an ingenious Man, I
remember him well, for when I 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 Quarto Volumes, M.S. of his own Poetry,
consisting of little occasional Pieces address’d to his Friends and
Relations, of which the following sent to me, is a Specimen. (Here
insert it.) He had form’d a Shorthand of his own, which he taught
me, but, never practising it I have now forgot it. I was nam’d
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 Shorthand 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 remains 8
Vols. Folio, and 24 in 4to & 8vo. A Dealer in old Books met
with them, and knowing me by 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 above 50 Years since. There are many of his
Notes in the Margins.
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This obscure Family of ours was
early in the Reformation, and continu’d Protestants thro’ 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, & to conceal & secure it, it was fastened open with
Tapes under & within the Frame of a Joint Stool. When my Great
Great Grandfather read in it to his Family, he turn’d 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 turn’d down again upon its feet, when the
Bible remain’d conceal’d under it as before. This Anecdote I had
from my Uncle Benjamin. The Family continu’d all of the Church of
England till about the End of Charles the 2ds Reign, when some of
the Ministers that had been outed for Nonconformity, holding
Conventicles in Northamptonshire, Benjamin & Josiah adher’d to
them, and so continu’d all their Lives. The rest of the Family
remain’d with the Episcopal Church.

Josiah, my Father, married young, and carried his Wife with
three Children unto New England, about 1682. The Conventicles
having been forbidden by Law, & frequently disturbed, induced
some considerable Men of his Acquaintance to remove to that
Country, and he was prevail’d with to accompany them thither, where
they expected to enjoy their Mode of Religion with Freedom. By the
same Wife he had 4 Children more born there, and by a second Wife
ten more, in all 17, of which I remember 13 sitting at one time at
his Table, who all grew up to be Men & Women, and married. I
was the youngest Son, and the youngest Child but two, & was
born in Boston, N. England. My Mother the 2d Wife was Abiah Folger,
a Daughter of Peter Folger, one of the first Settlers of New
England, of whom honorable mention is made by Cotton Mather, in his
Church History of that Country, (entitled Magnalia Christi
Americana) as a godly learned Englishman, if I remember the words
rightly. I have heard that he wrote sundry small occasional Pieces,
but only one of them was printed which I saw now many Years since.
It was written in 1675, in the home- spun Verse of that Time &
People, and address’d to those then concern’d in the Government
there. It was in favor of Liberty of Conscience, & in behalf of
the Baptists, Quakers, & other Sectaries, that had been under
Persecution; ascribing the Indian Wars & 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 appear’d to me as written with a
good deal of Decent Plainness & manly Freedom. The six last
concluding Lines I remember, tho’ I have forgotten the two first of
the Stanza, but the Purport of them was that his Censures proceeded
from Good Will, & therefore he would be known as the Author,
because to be a Libeller, (says he) I hate it with my Heart. From
Sherburne Town where now I dwell, My Name I do put here, Without
Offense, your real Friend, It is Peter Folgier.


  

My elder Brothers were all put Apprentices to different Trades. I
was put to the Grammar School at Eight Years of Age, my Father
intending to devote me as the Tithe of his Sons to the Service of
the Church. My early Readiness in learning to read (which must have
been very early, as I do not remember when I could not read) and
the Opinion of all his Friends that I should certainly make a good
Scholar, encourag’d him in this Purpose of his. My Uncle Benjamin
too approv’d of it, and propos’d to give me all his Shorthand
Volumes of Sermons, I suppose as a Stock to set up with, if I would
learn his Character. I continu’d however at the Grammar School not
quite one Year, tho’ in that time I had risen gradually from the
Middle of the Class of that Year to be the Head of it, and farther
was remov’d 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 mean
time, 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 & Arithmetic kept by a then famous Man, Mr Geo.
Brownell, very successful in his Profession generally, and that by
mild encouraging Methods. Under him I acquired fair Writing pretty
soon, but I fail’d in the Arithmetic, & made no Progress in it.
At Ten Years old, I was taken home to assist my Father in his
Business, which was that of a Tallow Chandler and Soap Boiler. A
Business he was not bred to, but had assumed on his Arrival in New
England & on finding his Dying Trade would not maintain his
Family, being in little Request. Accordingly I was employed in
cutting Wick for the Candles, filling the Dipping Mold, & the
Molds for cast Candles, attending the Shop, going of Errands,
&c. I dislik’d the Trade and had a strong Inclination for the
Sea; but my Father declar’d against it; however, living near the
Water, I was much in and about it, learned early to swim well,
& to manage Boats, and when in a Boat or Canoe with other Boys
I was commonly allow’d to govern, especially in any case of
Difficulty; and upon other Occasions I was generally a Leader among
the Boys, and sometimes led them into Scrapes, of which I will
mention one Instance, as it shows an early projecting public
Spirit, tho’not then justly conducted. There was a Salt Marsh that
bounded part of the Mill Pond, on the Edge of which at Highwater,
we us’d to stand to fish for Minews. 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 I show’d 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, I 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 surpris’d at Missing the
Stones; which were found in our Wharf; Inquiry was made after the
Removers; we were discovered & complain’d of; several of us
were corrected by our Fathers; and tho’ I pleaded the Usefulness of
the Work, mine convinc’d me that nothing was useful which was not
honest.
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I think you may like to know
Something of his Person & 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 skill’d a little
in Music and had a clear pleasing Voice, so that when he play’d
Psalm Tunes on his Violin & 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 & public Affairs. In the
latter indeed he was never employed, the numerous Family he had to
educate & the straitness of his Circumstances, keeping him
close to his Trade, but I remember well his being frequently
visited by leading People, who consulted him for his Opinion in
Affairs of the Town or of the Church he belong’d to & show’d a
good deal of Respect for his Judgment and Advice. He was also much
consulted by private Persons about their Affairs when any
Difficulty occur’d, & frequently chosen an Arbitrator between
contending Parties. At his Table he lik’d 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 turn’d our Attention to what was good, just, &
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 I 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 I am ask’d I can scarce
tell, a few Hours after Dinner, what I din’d upon. This has been a
Convenience to me in travelling, 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 10 Children. I never knew either my Father or Mother to
have any Sickness but that of which they dy’d, he at 89 & she
at 85 years of age. They lie buried together at Boston, where I
some years since placed a Marble stone over their Grave with this
Inscription

Josiah Franklin 

And Abiah his Wife

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 Grand Children

Reputably.

From this Instance, Reader,

Be encouraged to Diligence in thy Calling,

And distrust not Providence.

He was a pious & 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——Ætat 89


  

A.F. born 1667——died 1752——85
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By my rambling Digressions I perceive myself to be grown old. I
us’d to write more methodically. But one does not dress for private
Company as for a public Ball. ’Tis perhaps only Negligence. To
return. I continu’d thus employ’d in my Father’s Business for two
Years, that is till I was 12 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 I was
destin’d to supply his Place and be 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, I 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, &c. at their Work,
that he might observe my Inclination, & 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 learned so much by it, as to be able to do little
Jobs myself in my House, when a Workman could not readily be got;
& to construct little Machines for my Experiments while the
Intention of making the Experiment was fresh & warm in my Mind.
My Father at last fix’d upon the Cutler’s Trade, and my Uncle
Benjamin’s Son Samuel, who was bred to that Business in London,
being about that time establish’d in Boston, I was sent to be with
him some time on liking. But his Expectations of a Fee with me
displeasing my Father, I was taken home again.
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From a Child I was fond of Reading, and all the little Money that
came into my Hands was ever laid out in Books. Pleas’d with the
Pilgrim’s Progress, my first Collection was of John Bunyan’s Works,
in separate little Volumes. I afterwards sold them to enable me to
buy R. Burton’s Historical Collections; they were small Chapmen’s
Books and cheap, 40 or 50 in all. My Father’s little Library
consisted chiefly of Books in polemic Divinity, most of which I
read, and have since often regretted, that at a time when I had
such a Thirst for Knowledge, more proper Books had not fallen in my
Way, since it was now resolv’d I should not be a Clergyman.
Plutarch’s Lives there was, in which I read abundantly, and I still
think that time spent to great Advantage. There was also a Book of
Defoe’s, called an Essay on Projects, and another of Dr. Mather’s,
call’d Essays to do Good which perhaps gave me a Turn of Thinking
that had an Influence on some of the principal future Events of my
Life.


This Bookish Inclination at length determin’d my Father to make
me a Printer, tho’ he had already one Son, (James) of that
Profession. In 1717 my Brother James return’d from England with a
Press & Letters to set up his Business in Boston. I lik’d it
much better than that of my Father, but still had a Hankeringfor
the Sea. To prevent the apprehended Effect of such an Inclination,
my Father was impatient to have me bound to my Brother. I stood out
some time, but at last was persuaded and signed the Indentures,
when I was yet but 12 Years old. I was to serve as an Apprentice
till I was 21 Years of Age, only I was to be allow’d Journeyman’s
Wages during the last Year. In a little time I made great
Proficiency in the Business, and became a useful Hand to my
Brother. I now had Access to better Books. An Acquaintance with the
Apprentices of Booksellers, enabled me sometimes to borrow a small
one, which I was careful to return soon & clean. Often I sat up
in my Room reading the greatest Part of the Night, when the Book
was borrow’d in the Evening & to be return’d early in the
Morning lest it should be miss’d or wanted. And after some time an
ingenious Tradesman Mr Matthew Adams who had a pretty Collection of
Books, & who frequented our Printinghouse, took Notice of me,
invited me to his Library, & very kindly lent me such Books as
I chose to read. I now took a Fancy to Poetry, and made some little
Pieces. My Brother, thinking it might turn to account encourag’d
me, & put me on composing two occasional Ballads. One was
called the Light House Tragedy, & contain’d an Account of the
drowning of Capt. Worthilake with his Two Daughters; the other was
a Sailor Song on the Taking of Teach or Blackbeard the Pirate. They
were wretched Stuff, in the Grub-street Ballad Style, and when they
were printed he sent me about the Town to sell them. The first sold
wonderfully, the Event being recent, having made a great Noise.
This flatter’d my Vanity. But my Father discourag’d me, by
ridiculing my Performances, and telling me Verse- makers were
always Beggars; so I escap’d being a Poet, most probably a very bad
one. But as Prose Writing has been of great Use to me in the Course
of my Life, and was a principal Means of my Advancement, I shall
tell you how in such a Situation I acquir’d what little Ability I
have in that Way.
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There was another Bookish Lad in
the Town, John Collins by Name, with whom I was intimately
acquainted. We sometimes disputed, and very fond we were of
Argument, & very desirous of confuting one another. Which
disputatious Turn, by the way, is apt to become a very bad Habit,
making People often extremely disagreeable in Company, by the
Contradiction that is necessary to bring it into Practice, &
thence, besides souring & spoiling the Conversation, is
productive of Disgusts & perhaps Enmities where you may have
occasion for Friendship. I had caught it by reading my Father’s
Books of Dispute about Religion. Persons of good Sense, I have
since observ’d, seldom fall into it, except Lawyers, University
Men, and Men of all Sorts that have been bred at Edinburgh. A
Question was once somehow or other started between Collins &
me, of the Propriety of educating the Female Sex in Learning, &
their Abilities for Study. He was of Opinion that it was improper,
& that they were naturally unequal to it. I took the contrary
Side, perhaps a little for Dispute sake. He was naturally more
eloquent, had a ready Plenty of Words, and sometimes as I thought
bore me down more by his Fluency than by the Strength of his
Reasons. As we parted without settling the Point, & were not to
see one another again for some time, I sat down to put my Arguments
in Writing, which I copied fair & sent to him. He answer’d
& I reply’d. Three or four Letters of a Side had pass’d, when
my Father happen’d to find my Papers, and read them. Without
entering into the Discussion, he took occasion to talk to me about
the Manner of my Writing, observ’d that tho’ I had the Advantage of
my Antagonist in correct Spelling & pointing (which I ow’d to
the Printinghouse) I fell far short in elegance of Expression, in
Method and in Perspicuity, of which he convinc’d me by several
Instances. I saw the Justice of his Remarks, & thence grew more
attentive to the Manner in Writing, and determin’d to endeavor at
Improvement.

About this time I met with an odd Volume of the Spectator. It
was the third. I had never before seen any of them. I bought it,
read it over and over, and was much delighted with it. I thought
the Writing excellent, & wish’d if possible to imitate it. With
that View, I took some of the Papers, & making short Hints of
the Sentiment in each Sentence, laid them by a few Days, and then
without looking at the Book, try’d to complete the Papers again, by
expressing each hinted Sentiment at length & as fully as it had
been express’d before, in any suitable Words, that should come to
hand.

Then I compar’d my Spectator with the Original, discover’d some
of my Faults & corrected them. But I found I wanted a Stock of
Words or a Readiness in recollecting & using them, which I
thought I should have acquir’d before that time, if I had gone on
making Verses, since the continual Occasion for Words of the same
Import but of different Length, to suit the Measure, or of
different Sound for the Rhyme, would have laid me under a constant
Necessity of searching for Variety, and also have tended to fixthat
Variety in my Mind, & make me Master of it. Therefore I took
some of the Tales & turn’d them into Verse: And after a time,
when I had pretty well forgotten the Prose, turn’d them back again.
I also sometimes jumbled my Collections of Hints into Confusion,
and after some Weeks, endeavor’d to reduce them into the best
Order, before I began to form the full Sentences & complete the
Paper. This was to teach me Method in the Arrangement of Thoughts.
By comparing my work afterwards with the original, I discovere’d
many faults and amended them; but I sometimes had the Pleasure of
Fancying that in certain Particulars of small Import, I had been
lucky enough to improve the Method or the Language and this
encourag’d me to think I might possibly in time come to be a
tolerable English Writer, of which I was extremely ambitious.


  

My Time for these Exercises & for Reading, was at Night, after
Work or before Work began in the Morning; or on Sundays, when I
contrived to be in the Printinghouse alone, evading as much as I
could the common Attendance on public Worship, which my Father used
to exact of me when I was under his Care: And which indeed I still
thought a Duty; tho’ I could not, as it seemed to me, afford the
Time to practise it.
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When about 16 Years of Age, I
happen’d to meet with a Book, written by one Tryon, recommending a
Vegetable Diet. I determined to go into it. My Brother being yet
unmarried, did not keep House, but boarded himself & his
Apprentices in another Family. My refusing to eat Flesh occasioned
an Inconveniency, and I was frequently chid for my singularity. I
made myself acquainted with Tryon’s Manner of preparing some of his
Dishes, such as Boiling Potatoes or Rice, making Hasty Pudding,
& a few others, and then propos’d to my Brother, that if he
would give me Weekly half the Money he paid for my Board I would
board myself. He instantly agreed to it, and I presently found that
I could save half what he paid me. This was an additional Fund for
buying Books: But I had another Advantage in it. My Brother and the
rest going from the Printinghouse to their Meals, I remain’d there
alone, and dispatching presently my light Repast, (which often was
no more than a Biscuit or a Slice of Bread, a Handful of Raisins or
a Tart from the Pastry Cook’s, & a Glass of Water) had the rest
of the Time till their Return, for Study, in which I made the
greater Progress from that greater Clearness of Head & quicker
Apprehension which usually attend Temperance in Eating &
Drinking. And now it was that being on some Occasion made asham’d
of my Ignorance in Figures, which I had twice failed in learning
when at School, I took Cocker’s Book of Arithmetic, & went
thro’ the whole by myself with great Ease. I also read Seller’s
& Sturmy’s Books of Navigation, & became acquainted with
the little Geometry they contain, but never proceeded far in that
Science. And I read about this Time Locke on Human Understanding,
and the Art of Thinking by Messrs du Port Royal.

While I was intent on improving my Language, I met with an
English Grammar (I think it was Greenwood’s) at the End of which
there were two little Sketches of the Arts of Rhetoric and Logic,
the latter finishing with a Specimen of a Dispute in the Socratic
Method. And soon after I procur’d Xenophon’s Memorable Things of
Socrates, wherein there are many Instances of the same Method. I
was charm’d with it, adopted it, dropped my abrupt Contradiction,
and positive Argumentation, and put on the humble Inquirer &
Doubter. And being then, from reading Shaftsbury & Collins,
become a real Doubter in many Points of our Religious Doctrine, I
found this Method safest for myself & very embarrassing to
those against whom I used it, therefore I took a Delight in it,
practis’d it continually & grew very artful & expert in
drawing People even of superior Knowledge into Concessions the
Consequences of which they did not foresee, entangling them in
Difficulties out of which they could not extricate themselves, and
so obtaining Victories that neither myself nor my Cause always
deserved. I continu’d this Method some few years, but gradually
left it, retaining only the Habit of expressing myself in Terms of
modest Diffidence, never using when I advance any thing that may
possibly be disputed, the Words, Certainly, undoubtedly, or any
others that give the Air of Positiveness to an Opinion; but rather
say, I conceive, or I apprehend a Thing to be so or so, It appears
to me, or I should think it so or so for such & such Reasons,
or I imagine it to be so, or it is so if I am not mistaken. This
Habit I believe has been of great Advantage to me, when I have had
occasion to inculcate my Opinions & persuade Men into Measures
that I have been from time to time engag’d in promoting. And as the
chief Ends of Conversation are to inform, or to be informed, to
please or to persuade, I wish well-meaning sensible Men would not
lessen their Power of doing Good by a Positive assuming Manner that
seldom fails to disgust, tends to create Opposition, and to defeat
every one of those Purposes for which Speech was given us, to wit,
giving or receiving Information, or Pleasure: Forif you would
inform, a positive dogmatical Manner in advancing your Sentiments,
may provoke Contradiction & prevent a candid Attention. If you
wish Information & Improvement from the Knowledge of others and
yet at the same time express yourself as firmly fix’d in your
present Opinions, modest sensible Men, who do not love Disputation,
will probably leave you undisturb’d in the Possession of your
Error; and by such a Manner you can seldom hope to recommend
yourself in pleasing your Hearers, or to persuade those whose
Concurence you desire. Pope says, judiciously, Men should be taught
as if you taught them not, And things unknown propos’d as things
forgot, farther recommending it to us, To speak tho’ sure, with
seeming Diffidence.

And he might have coupled with this Line that which he has
coupled with another, I think less properly, For Want of Modesty is
Want of Sense.

If you ask why, less properly, I must repeat the Lines; Immodest
Words admit of no Defense; For Want of Modesty is Want of
Sense.


  

Now is not Want of Sense (where a Man is so unfortunate as to want
it) some Apology for his Want of Modesty? and would not the Lines
stand more justly thus? Immodest Words admit but this Defense, That
Want of Modesty is Want of Sense. This however I should submit to
better Judgments.
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My Brother had in 1720 or 21, begun to print a Newspaper. It was
the second that appear’d in America, & was called The New
England Courant. The only one before it, was The Boston News
Letter. I remember his being dissuaded by some of his Friends from
the Undertaking, as not likely to succeed, one Newspaper being in
their Judgment enough for America. At this time 1771 there are not
less than five & twenty. He went on however with the
Undertaking, and after having work’d in composing the Types &
printing off the Sheets I was employ’d to carry the Papers thro’
the Streets to the Customers. He had some ingenious Men among his
Friends who amus’d themselves by writing little Pieces for this
Paper, which gain’d it Credit, & made it more in Demand; and
these Gentlemen often visited us. Hearing their Conversations, and
their Accounts of the Approbation their Papers were receiv’d with,
I was excited to try my Hand among them. But being still a Boy,
& suspecting that my Brother would object to printing any Thing
of mine in his Paper if he knew it to be mine, I contriv’d to
disguise my Hand, & writing an anonymous Paper I put it in at
Night under the Door of the Printinghouse. It was found in the
Morning & communicated to his Writing Friends when they call’d
in as usual. They read it, commented on it in my Hearing, and I had
the exquisite Pleasure, of finding it met with their Approbation,
and that in their different Guesses at the Author none were named
but Men of some Character among us for Learning & Ingenuity. I
suppose now that I was rather lucky in my Judges: And that perhaps
they were not really so very good ones as I then esteem’d them.
Encourag’d however by this, I wrote and convey’d in 
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