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ONE,FEBRUARY DAY IN 1778, AHORSE-DRAWN COACH drew up to the immense iron gates of
Versailles, the grand palaceof Louis XVI, king of France. The palace guards stood smartly at atten-tion as a portlyt
old gentleman climbed down from the coach. At sev-enty-two, he moved gingerly. The guards recognized him
immediatelyand admitted him to the palace, where he was taken down a seeminglyendless hall to the reception
room. There members of the court were waiting together for the arrival ofthe king. They dressed in high style in
large, white-powdered wigs andcolorful finery. The men wore coats richly embellished with lace andgold trim. The
women's elaborate silk dresses swept across the floor.The portly old gentleman was simply clad, however, in an
unembroideredbrown velvet coat. He had bought a wig for this occasion, but he'd de-cided not to wear it. It didn't
sit well on his head. Instead he had donneda coonskin cap he had acquired in the British colonies in North
America,where he lived. His face was rounded, his forehead high. Behind hisspectacles, his eyes were alert and cool.

Then Louis appeared. He looked most magnificent of all, as befit-ted a king. His sword glittered, as did the
priceless gems on his white furrobe. Everyone took a deep bow. The old gentleman took his bow as well and
politely removed his humble cap. Although Benjamin Franklin looked unimpressive among these French
aristocrats, he had in fact already deeply impressed them. They knew him as "Doctor Franklin," a man renowned
for his knowledge of natural philosophy (as science was called). Franklin's experiments with electricityand
especially with lightning -- were known around the world. But itwas not as a scientist that Franklin stood before the
court. He was anambassador, sent by American leaders who had begun a revolt againstthe rule of Great Britain.
Franklin had been living in a house between Versailles and Paris,the French capital. He had met as many important
people as possible,encouraging them to send money, arms, and supplies to aid the Ameri-can Revolution. He had
also been negotiating two treaties that wouldmake France an official ally of the colonists. France was a longtimerival
of Great Britain. Both nations had built forts and established colo-nies in North America. Decades of war between
the two had left theBritish in control of much of that continent. Franklin's attire may have been calculated to
remind the Frenchthat he was an emissary from the "New World," a place they romanti-cized as wild and pure.
"His clothing was rustic, his bearing simple butdignified, his language direct, his hair unpowdered," wrote one
Frenchnobleman. "It was as though [he] had been brought by magic into oureffeminate and slavish age." France
was astir, wrote the same Frenchman, wi h "a universallove of liberty." Franklin seemed to embody this ideal. When
diplomatJohn Adams stayed in Pads, he observed, "There was scarcely a peasantor a citizen ... who did not
consider [Benjamin Franklin] a friend to human kind." Franklin himself wrote, ™ Tis a common observation here,
that our Cause is the Cause of all Mankind, and that we are fighting for their Liberty in defending our own." If the
Americans won their war, they would begin a democracy and no longer be ruled by King George [J . It is possible
thatLouis XVI wondered whether other monarchs might be threatened if theAmericans succeeded. Certainly he
questioned whether France couldafford to invest in America’s risky war. Regardless, Louis did sign thetreaties on
February 6, 1778. Franklin had won a major victory for thecolonists. "He seized the lightning from the sky, and
the scepter from thetyrants,” one Frenchman said of Franklin. But Franklin had once been afiercely loyal subject of
the British king. His earlier life held no sign thathe would seize anything, in fact. He came from a humble working
fam-ily -- the Franklins of Ecton, England. P6-11
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