
ven as a young tradesman, Benjamin Franklin sought to 

better himself and his community. He organized the

Leather Apron Club, later called the Junto––a small group of fellow

tradesmen and artisans committed to mutual improvement. 

At their weekly meetings they asked how they “may be serviceable

to mankind? to their country, to their friends, or to themselves?”

Their answer was found in the Junto’s actions. Franklin and his

colleagues helped establish a lending library, firefighting brigade,

university, learned society, militia, hospital, and insurance company.

By the time of Franklin’s death, Philadelphia had become a leading

social, cultural and political center, called “The Athens of the

Western World” by some.

Franklin’s lifelong efforts to improve himself and the world around

him stemmed from the same ambition and intellectual energy he

had demonstrated as a printer and as a young boy. His commitment

to public service also built upon his sociable nature: Franklin was 

a true philanthropist. He believed that society’s many challenges

required mutual action, collaboration, and generosity. These 

qualities, for Franklin, defined citizenship—in the colonies and 

in the young republic. 
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Designed by Benjamin Franklin, the cornerstone for 
the Pennsylvania Hospital was laid in 1755. The draft
wording for the inscription is in Franklin’s hand. It reads,
in part, “In the Year of Christ, 1755; George the second
happily reigning (For he sought the Happiness of his
People) Philadelphia flourishing (For its Inhabitants were 
publick-spirited), This Building, By the Bounty of the
Government And of many private Persons, Was piously
founded, For the Relief of the Sick and Miserable.”
Patients were first admitted to the hospital in 1756.

Civic 
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Benjamin Franklin’s self-education and his lifelong religious tolerance led him to

challenge the classical and theological approach to learning which was dominant 

in the eighteenth century. Soon after his retirement from the printing business in

1748, he helped found the Philadelphia Academy, which later became the

University of Pennsylvania, America’s first non-sectarian university. Unlike Harvard

and Yale, the school was not intended to educate children of the elite and train new

ministers. Rather, it was to be a progressive institution based in the liberal arts,

serving diverse classes and religious groups, and encouraging a public-spirited

curiosity in its students. 

The Philadelphia Academy

Proposals Relating to the Education of
Youth in Pensilvania
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Franklin wrote this pamphlet in support of establishing
Philadelphia’s first academy of higher learning, wherein he
declared that “the great Aim and End of all learning” is “to serve
Mankind, one’s Country, Friends and Family.” He specified who
should attend and what should be taught, supporting his 
arguments with lengthy quotations from John Locke, John
Milton and other theorists. Additionally, Franklin set forth in
this work his recommendations for students about diet, 
regular exercise, and the benefits of swimming.

Protecting the Citizens

Within just a few years, Franklin, with a group of like-minded citizens, helped

found the Pennsylvania Hospital, America’s first public hospital; the Union 

Fire Company, Philadelphia’s first volunteer fire brigade; and the Philadelphia

Contributionship, America’s first property insurance company.  

No useful project to improve the community was too small for Franklin’s attention,

from inventing a new street lamp that was easier to repair and clean, to designing

his Pennsylvanian fire-place, which was meant to conserve fuel and prevent 

tragic house fires. He knew well that a fire could threaten a whole Philadelphia 

neighborhood with destruction.

Franklin’s enduring concern for the general welfare of his fellow citizens was reflected

in such diverse activities as his campaign to improve urban sanitation, as well as the

formation of an all-volunteer militia to defend against the threat of war with France

and its Native American allies.
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The brick building of the Pennsylvania Hospital, 
completed in 1755, still stands today on its original site
at 8th and Pine Streets in Philadelphia. This engraving
was made to stimulate public interest and was sold to
raise funds for building the hospital.
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In 1731, after Philadelphia had suffered its first major
fire, the city council ordered three fire engines—one
from Anthony Nichols, a local mechanic, and two from
London. In 1735, Franklin noted, “ We have at present
got Engines enough in the Town, but I question,
whether in many Parts of the Town, Water enough can
be had to keep them going for half an Hour together.”
The large number of people needed to man the bucket
brigade to fill the engines with water prompted the
founding of the Union Fire Company in 1736. 
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Franklin organized 20 men into the Union Fire Company in 1736.
Volunteer firefighters were required to own several of these 
leather buckets to help fill engines to fight fires. Businesses 
and institutions  such as the Library Company also owned 
buckets and kept them in good repair so staff could 
quickly respond to the outbreak of a fire. 

The noblest question in the    world is What Good may    I do in it? —Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1737
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For an initial payment of 40 shillings and an annual renewal fee of 
10 more, subscribers could borrow books from the Library Company;
subscription fees were used to buy more books. Since working people
at the time often earned only 10 shillings per week, Franklin could find
no more than “Fifty Persons, mostly young Tradesmen, willing to pay
down for this purpose.” Within 10 years, however, the number of 
subscribers had doubled and book holdings had increased 
from 40 to nearly 400.

Improving the Self
“Lion’s Mouth” box, ca. 1750
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The breadth of the collection of books at the Library Company
of Philadelphia was unique compared to the college libraries of 
the day, which focused on theology. Library Company books 
were selected by the readers themselves, reflecting their own 
interests and aspirations. They inserted their suggestions for 
books through the “Lion’s Mouth.”

Benjamin Franklin placed great value on self-improvement.

He believed that integrity and moral responsibility were

the backbone of a successful life and a strong community.

A lifelong learner, Franklin taught himself to read French,

German, Italian, and Spanish, on top of the Latin he had

learned as a child. To help others educate themselves, he

and his fellow Junto members founded the Library

Company of Philadelphia, America’s first subscription

library, and the University of Pennsylvania, America’s

first nonsectarian university. Franklin believed that, above

all, education should be useful, with an emphasis on 

character, hard work, and bodily and spiritual health.

The Good particular Men

may do separately . . . is

small, compared with what

they may do collectively.
—Benjamin Franklin, “Appeal for the Hospital,” 1751

“Profile of the Chimney and Fireplace,”
from Benjamin Franklin, An Account of the 
New Invented Pennsylvanian Fire-Places . . .
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In the “Franklin Stove,” cool fresh air was drawn from 
a hole in the bottom plate into the enclosed air box. 
Warm smoke from the burning fuel flowed around 
the air box and heated it. Once hot, the fresh air 
exited into the room through holes in the side plates. 
The smoke, after passing around the enclosed air box,
flowed through a passage and up the flue.

Front plate of Pennsylvanian Fire-place, ca. 1760
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The Pennsylvanian Fire-Place, or “Franklin’s Stove,” as it was
called, was designed to heat a room evenly without having a
hazardous open hearth, the cause of many fires. This portion of
a Franklin stove front plate was excavated at the home of
Franklin’s friend John Bartram in southwest Philadelphia. 
The sunburst design was one of two decorative patterns
Franklin used on his stove.
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