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In May 1754, just before he proposed the Albany Plan of
Union, Franklin published this cartoon of a rattlesnake
cut into pieces. It illustrated an editorial urging the
colonies to join together against the French. This image
remained popular, reappearing in the period leading up
to the Revolutionary War as a symbol of the strength of
colonial unity against Great Britain.

In 1754, as Britain and France struggled for control over North America, Benjamin

Franklin proposed the Albany Plan of Union to unite the British North American

colonies for their common defense. His plan called for the creation of a legislative

body that would have the power to control commerce and to organize defense in

the face of attacks by the French or their Native American allies. The plan was

rejected by both the colonists and the British Crown. The Crown worried that the

plan would create a powerful colonial bloc that might prove difficult to control,

while the colonists themselves did not yet recognize the value of intercolonial unity.

Meanwhile, France and Britain entered into a full-blown imperial war, which lasted

until 1763.

Although his plan was not adopted, Franklin’s inclination to forge partnerships and

his aversion to conflict remained characteristic of his approach to civic life, science,

and diplomacy. His negotiating skills were further called into service in 1757, when

he was selected to represent colonial interests in England. Franklin would spend

much of the next 30 years of his life living abroad—first in London seeking to

maintain unity with England, and then in Paris building an alliance to secure

American independence.

Albany Plan of Union, 1754

During his diplomatic mission to France from 1777 to 1785, Benjamin Franklin

frequently entertained friends, spies, and fellow statesmen at his residence in the

Paris suburb of Passy, while pursuing his passions for chess, music, conversation

and the Parisian way of life. Franklin was popular with the French, but he was not

so popular with other representatives of the new American government in France,

most notably John Adams. Adams criticized Franklin’s methods of requesting aid

for the American cause, saying Franklin was being subservient; Adams favored a

more aggressive approach. 

But Franklin’s continued popularity with the French helped guarantee his next

diplomatic achievement, the 1783 Treaty of Paris, officially ending America’s

Revolutionary War with Great Britain. To this challenge, Franklin brought a supple

and flexible mind and a refined appreciation of the needs of the other parties to the

accord. Franklin used his understanding of French and British interests to negotiate

a treaty to secure peace that was acceptable to all sides. As the negotiations neared

conclusion, Franklin wrote to his British friend, Sir Joseph Banks, “There never was

a good War, or a bad Peace.”

Mastering Diplomacy

Treaty of Amity, 1778

Estimate of Stores for the Armye—
Estimate N3, July 1779
The Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia

Congress sent Franklin this detailed, 38-page list of supplies
to acquire in France. It specified items essential to outfitting
and sustaining the American troops, ranging from arms of
all sorts to bolts of cloth for uniforms, cooking pots, fifes
and drums, and goods for Native American allies—all of
which then had to be smuggled across the Atlantic, often
via the Caribbean. The first ship loaded with goods was 
captured at sea by a British gun boat. The bounty was sold
at auction in London and Franklin had to start all over
again. Ultimately, however, he succeeded, and the supplies
made their way to America.
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The Treaty of Alliance, part of the Treaty of Amity, provided
French military and financial assistance for the “Thirteen United
States of America” in their war of independence from Britain.

enjamin Franklin was a master diplomat and 

negotiator, exercising restraint, flexibility, and compromise

to bring opposing visions into accord. Whether negotiating

with Native Americans in western Pennsylvania or with the great

powers of England and France, Franklin drew on strategies of 

collaboration and mutual self-interest to forge alliances that shaped

the future of America.

Franklin became a powerful force in the fight for independence

after initially seeking to avoid war with England. He traveled to

France to seek aid for America’s struggle and remained there

throughout the Revolutionary War. In Paris, Franklin capitalized

on his brilliant reputation and personal charm; his humble

demeanor and natural wit served the American cause well, and 

he forged strong transatlantic ties. In the end, this international

alliance resulted in victory after a wrenching war—and a long 

and abiding friendship between France and the United States. 

As a statesman 20 to 30 years older than other American Founders

such as George Washington, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson,

Franklin was the only person to have signed five of America’s key

founding documents: the Albany Plan of Union (1754); the

Declaration of Independence (1776); the Treaties of Amity and

Commerce with France (1778); the Treaty of Paris (1783); and 

the United States Constitution (1787).

Benjamin Franklin represented colonial interests in England beginning in 1757.

From his base there, Franklin was out of touch with the mood of his countrymen

and seriously underestimated the intensity of colonial anger against the Stamp Act

of 1765, which required a broad array of documents and publications to carry a tax

stamp to raise revenues for Britain. In a rare diplomatic misstep, he continued

negotiating towards a compromise concerning the act—but the tensions between

the colonies and Great Britain had already become irreconcilable.

In 1774, in the wake of the Boston Tea Party and in the midst of colonial cries of

“no taxation without representation,” Franklin was summoned by solicitor-general

Lord Wedderburn to appear before the British Privy Council. There he was accused of

treason against the Crown and publicly humiliated. He remained silent throughout

the ordeal. This was a moment of epiphany for Franklin, as he came to realize that

compromise with Britain—for once—was unlikely to carry the day. He soon left

London for the colonies where he added his voice to the growing insurgency. On

July 4, 1776, the American colonists declared their independence

from Britain.

Declaring Independence

Union of the colonies is absolutely necessary for their preservation.
—Benjamin Franklin, Reasons and Motives for the Albany Plan of Union, 1754

We hold these Truths to be self-evident, 

that all Men are created equal,

that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights,

that among these are Life, Liberty, 

and the Pursuit of Happiness.
—Declaration of Independence, 1776

Declaration of Independence, June 1776
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On July 4, 1776, the Second Continental Congress voted unanimously
to adopt the Declaration of Independence based on Thomas
Jefferson’s draft. John Dunlap, the official printer for the Congress,
worked through the night and into the next morning, printing the
text of the Declaration onto broadsides, which served as flyers and
posters. Early on July 5, John Hancock dispatched the broadsides 
to be read, posted and reprinted in order to announce the colonies’
independence from Britain. Only 21 copies of the broadside 
survive today.

There shall be a firm, 

inviolable and universal 

Peace, and a true and 

sincere Friendship between 

the most Christian King, 

his Heirs and Successors,

and the United States 

of America. —Treaty of Amity, 1778
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B The fledgling American army was no match for Britain’s well-established military

might. In the fall of 1776, Franklin was sent overseas to negotiate a military

alliance with the French. In France he capitalized on his scientific fame, networking

enthusiastically within the Paris social scene. Franklin attended meetings of the

Freemasons and developed friendships with the Marquis de La Fayette and Caron

de Beaumarchais, both strong supporters of the American cause. He recognized

that to win the cooperation of the French he had to understand their interests and

remain humble in demeanor. By wearing a fur cap rather than an elaborate wig, 

for instance, Franklin cultivated an image of personal modesty and rustic charm.

His strategy paid off. Franklin soon won the support of the foreign minister 

Comte de Vergennes and King Louis XVI, and in 1778 the Treaty of Amity

between America and France was signed. 

Forming Alliances

Treaty of Paris, 1783

Although the Revolutionary War ended with the American victory at Yorktown 

in the fall of 1781, the terms of peace between Britain and the United States were

not formalized until September 3, 1783, when the Treaty of Paris was signed. In

the two years between the end of hostilities and the signing of the Treaty, the

American negotiators—Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and John Jay—worked

with their British, French, and Spanish counterparts to shape a treaty that 

guaranteed American sovereignty. The Treaty gave formal recognition to the

United States, established its national boundaries, and provided for the 

evacuation of British troops.
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Benjamin Franklin loved chess and often played late 
into the night by candlelight. His landlord in France 
claimed that Franklin had a habit of drumming his 
fingers on the table when a partner took too long to
make a move. This pearwood chess set was owned 
by Franklin; the height of the pawn is 3 5/8 inches.
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Louis XVI presented this miniature portrait to Benjamin Franklin
upon Franklin’s retirement in 1784 as America’s first Minister
Plenipotentiary to France, an office he had assumed in 1778. The
portrait was originally surrounded by a crown and a circle of 
48 diamonds, but Franklin’s daughter Sally, who inherited the 
miniature, sold many of the diamonds to finance a trip to Europe.

Life is a kind of Chess, in which we often have Points to gain, & Competitors or

Adversaries to contend with. . . .The Game is so full of Events . . . that one is

encouraged to continue the Contest to the last, in hopes of Victory from our own Skill.

—Benjamin Franklin, The Morals of Chess, 1779

(Background)
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This was one of the first images of Benjamin Franklin 
available in France, made within a few weeks of his arrival.
It referred to Franklin as the “New World Ambassador,” and
was reproduced on countless souvenir objects. Franklin
wrote to a friend, “Figure me…very plainly dress’d, wearing
my thin grey strait Hair, that peeps out under my only
Coiffure, a fine Fur Cap, which comes down my Forehead
almost to my Spectacles. Think how this must appear
among the Powder’d Heads of Paris.”

The Definitive Treaty between Great Britain, and the
United States of America, Signed at Paris, the 3d day 
of September 1783
[Paris, 1783]
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Photo by Frank Margeson

This copy of the Treaty of Paris features one of the first uses of 
the seal of the United States of America.

Franklin at the Court of France
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This print portrays Benjamin Franklin at Versailles in
1778, near the time when he, along with the other
American Commissioners, was presented to Louis XVI
a few days after the Treaty of Amity was signed.

His Brittanic Majesty acknowledges the said 

United States . . .to be free sovereign and independent. —Treaty of Paris, 1783

Would you persuade,   speak of Interest, not of      Reason. —Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1734

Congress Voting Independence, 1784–1801
Begun by Robert Edge Pine and finished by Edward Savage 
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Robert Edge Pine’s painting is considered one of the most realistic
renditions of this historic event. Several key political figures can be
identified in the painting, including the members of the committee 
to draft the Declaration. Thomas Jefferson is the tall figure depositing
the Declaration of Independence on the table. Benjamin Franklin sits
to his right. Fellow committee members John Adams, Roger
Sherman, and Robert R. Livingston stand behind Jefferson. John
Hancock is behind the table in the center.

In 1778, the Treaties of Amity and Commerce (commonly known as the Treaty of

Amity) produced a strategic alliance between the United States and France in which

each nation agreed to aid one another in the event of British attack. Already at war

with Britain, the new American nation needed significant support in the form of

loans, military supplies, and troops. The Treaty officially brought France into the

American Revolutionary War, providing aid at a crucial time and ultimately

enabling the Americans to win their fight

for independence. Negotiating the Treaty

on behalf of the United States were

Benjamin Franklin, Silas Deane, Arthur

Lee, and Conrad Alexander Gerard.

(Right)
Franklin Urging the Claims of the American Colonies
before Louis XVI
George Peter Alexander Healy, ca. 1847
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Franklin appealed to the French king for loans and gifts to
buy arms, clothing, shoes and other supplies needed by the
American army. These loans and French military and naval
help played a vital role in the final outcome of the
Revolutionary War. 
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Jean-Antoine Houdon was the leading portrait sculptor of the
18th century. Though it is uncertain whether Franklin 
formally sat for Houdon, the two probably met on 
various occasions at events in Paris. This marble 
bust is considered to be the one that best captured 
Franklin’s character as well as his likeness. 
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