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CHRONOLOGY

1716 Due to financial diffi-
culties, Franklin leaves school at the
age of ten. 1751 Experiments and
Observations on Electricity, made
at philadelphia in America published
1752 Famously flies a kite in a thun-
derstorm 1776 One of five men who
drafted the Declaeation of Indepen-
dence.

Benjamin Franklin had a
rare genius Unlike most entrants in
this book, whose outstanding talents
are generally restricted to the sci-
entific, the American Franklin was
brilliant in a wide range of arenas.
In a five-year period between 1747
and 1752, he contributed more to
science than most scientists would
achieve in a lifetime of dedicated
study. Yet, during other periods of
his life, he operated in, and con-
quered, completely different fields.
He was a master printer and pub-
lisher, a successful journalist and

satirist, an inventor, a world famous

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
' 1706 -

1790

ambassador and probably most no-
tably of all, a politician at a vital time
in American history. Indeed,
Franklin was one of the five signa-
tories of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence from Great Britain in
1776 and was a key participant in
the later drafting of the American
Constitution.

STUDYING ELECTRICITY

Yet Franklin merits an en-
try in this book for his achievements
in physics alone - he was a pioneer
in understanding the properties and
potential benefits of electricity. Al-
though the phenomenon of electric-
ity had been noted since the time
of the ancients, very little was
known about it from a scientific
perspective, and many considered
the extent of its usefulness to be
limited to ‘magic’tricks. Ataround
the age of forty, however, Franklin
became fascinated by electricity
and began to experiment with it,
quickly realising it was a subject
worthy of scientific study and re-
search in its own right. So he sold
his printing interests and dedicated
himself for the next five years to
understanding it.
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FLYINGAKITE

Although Franklin wrongly believed
electricity was a single “fluid’(this
was in itself an advance on earlier
theories which posited the idea of
two different fluids), he perceived
this fluid to some how consist of
moving particles, now understood
to be electrons. More importantly,
he undertook important studies in-
volving electrical charge and intro-
duced the term ‘positive’ and
‘negative” in explaining the way
substances. could be attracted to
or repelled by each other accord-
ing to the nature of their charge.
He also believed these charges ul-
timately cancelled each other out
so that if something lost electrical
charge. another substance would
instantly gain the amount being cast
away. His work on electricity cli-
maxed in his now famous kite ex-
periment of 1752. Believing light-
ning to be a form of electricity, and
in order to prove it, Franklin
Jaunched a kite into a thunderstorm
on a long piece of conducting string.

Tying the end of the string
to a capacitor, he was vindicated
when lightning did indeed charge it,
proving the-existence of its electri-
cal properties. From these results,
and realising the potential of a de-

vice that could deflect the harm ful
effects of lightning strikes away
from buildings and property, he de-
veloped the lightning conductor.
Franklin had also published

his text Experiments and Observa- |

tions on Electricity, made at
philadelphia in America in 1751,
which went on to inspire future sci-
entists in the study and develop-
ment of the use of electricity.

A PROLIFIC INVENTOR

From 1753 the time Frankin dedi-
cated to science reduced dramati-
cally due to his taking up a new post
as deputy postmaster general and,
later, political and ambassadorral
roles. He did, however, leave a
legacy of other inventions from the
wide range of experiments con-
ducted throughout his life, includ-
ing an iron furnace *Franklin " stove
(still in use today), bifocal spec-
tacles, the street lamp, the rocking
chair, the harmonica, an odometer
and watertight bulkheads for ships.
Franklin also came up with the idea
of Daylight Saving Time and was
the first to charter the Gulf stream
from observations made by sail-
ors. A man of many talents, Ben-

jamin Franklin was a successful

inventor, politician, printer, ocean-
ographer, ambassador, journalist,
satirist and, of couse, scientist.
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