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Franklin Was Prophet

Distinguished physicist and statesman, Franklin also
predicted the role of science in the modern world. His 250th
birthday anniversary celebrated all this year.

By HOWARD SIMONS

» BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, in addition to
an eminent scientist, patriot and publisher,
was also an accurate predictor of the role
of science in the modern world.

This year, the world honors the 250th
anniversary of the birth of this “versatile
genius.”

Much of the world that pays homage to
Dr. Franklin this year was foreseen by him;
for more than 175 years ago, Franklin
predicted:

1. “We may perhaps learn to deprive
large masses of their gravity, and give them
absolute levity, for the sake of easy trans-
port.” (Today, countless numbers of air-
planes travel aloft providing easy transporta-
tion.)

2. “Agriculture may diminish its labor
and double its produce.” (Today, farm
labor has been lessened and production
more than doubled.)

3. “All diseases may by sure means be
prevented or cured, not excepting even that
of old age, and our lives lengthened at
pleasure even beyond the antediluvian
standard.” (Today, the life span lengthens
each year and the toll of disease shortens.)

This is what Dr. Franklin foresaw as
the result of the rapid progress of “true”
science. So sure was he that mankind
would reach these heights through scien-
tific progress and technological advance
that he lamented that perhaps he had been
born too soon.

At the same time, Franklin foresaw man'’s
slower pace in conquering his most dread
disease, war. While outlining what the

world of today would be like, he expressed
the fear that “moral” science was not pro-
gressing as rapidly. He wondered when
“men would cease to be wolves to one an-
other,” and when “human beings would at
length learn what they now improperly
call humanity.”

Benjamin Franklin was born on Jan. 17,
1706, and penned his predictions at the
age of 74 to his English friend, the world-
famous chemist, Joseph Priestly.

Most persons think of Benjamin Frank-
lin as a statesman who only incidentally
was interested in science. But most Frank-
lin scholars agree that he was a scientist,
who only incidentally was drawn into
diplomacy.

Franklin spent the first 40 years of his
life earning and saving enough money by
printing and publishing to be able to re-
tire and devote his time and energies to
scientific investigation.

This he was able to do in 1748. He be-
gan his full-time scientific career with re-
search in electricity, which had captured
his imagination only a year earlier.

As 1. Bernard Cohen, a Franklin scholar,
tells us, Durmg the next five years, he
made a series of remarkable contributions
to the science of electricity, of which most
of us remember only one—the demonstra-
tion of the electrical nature of lightning.”

Hailed as the greatest electrical scientist
of the world during his lifetime, Franklin
discovered the principles of electricity and
the nature of lightning.

He published a book entitled Experl-
ments and Observation on Electricity,”
which he introduced in print words we snll
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use today in electricity, such as armature,
condense, conductor, electrical shock, elec-
trician and positve.

Dr. Franklin is credited with discovering
the law of conservation of charge for con-
ductors, the nature of electrostatic induc-
tion, the importance of grounding and in-
sulation, and the fundamental properties of
dielectrics.

His interest and experiments in elec-
tricity led to the celebrated electrical kite
known by every schoolboy. Franklin also
invented the lightning rod.

The late Dr. Robert A. Millikan, a Nobel
Prize-winner in Physics, lists Benjamin
Franklin as one of the two “most influ-
ential” scientists of the 18th century.

“Franklin,” Dr. Millikan stated, “lives as
a physicist because . . . it was he who with
altogether amazing insight laid the real
foundatons on which the whole super-
structure of electrical theory and interpre-
tation has been erected.”

But electricity alone was not the total
extent of Franklin’s scientific inquiries.

He was interested in meteorology, too.
In 1743, he observed and recorded for the
first ime what we now take for granted,
that northeast storms originate in the south-
west, or in another way, that storms travel
in an opposite direction to the winds and
therefore their courses can be plotted.

Waterspouts and whirlwinds, he postu-
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lated, arise from the same origin and are
similar, the big difference being that one
travels over water and the other over land.

Add to electricity and meteorology,
Franklin’s interest and work in aeronautics,
agriculture, botany, medicine, horticulture,
engineering, oceanography, and public
health, and it is a good start in describing
the scientific interest of America’s most
cherished scientist-statesman.

When today’s scientists honor Benjamin
Franklin, they do so in no greater degree
than did the scientsts of Franklin’s own
day.

Considered the first American scientist,
Franklin gained world-wide recognition
and did much to foster the interchange
of ideas among the world’s scientists.

He was a member of 24 scientific and
educational societies in America, England,
France, Scotland, Germany, Holland, Italy,
Spain and Russia.

He was the founder and president of
the American Philosophical Society, senior
scientific society in America.

Dr. Franklin had a strong belief in one
idea. This was that ideas themselves
should be exchanged and that, through this
exchange and communication, all mankind
would benefit.

This year, more that 200 societies, asso-
ciations, institutions, businesses, and public
service units throughout the world will
foster this idea and make it live.

The year-long homage will be offered by
many of the world’s leading scientists,
authors, educators and statesmen to em-
phasize Franklin’s dream of a much closer,
cordial understanding between all the na-
tions of the earth.

This will be part of the tribute paid to
the man who, as Poor Richard, told man-
kind, “we may make these times better, if
we bestir ourselves.”
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NUTRITION
Hormone-Grown Meat
Found Safe to Eat

» HORMONE-FED steer meat is safe to
use, say scientists of the department of
animal husbandry, Purdue University.

The scientists, led by T. W. Perry, came
to this conclusion after performing assays
on the meat from hormone-fed steers. The
assays showed that no residual hormone was
present in the meat.

The tests were conducted by the univer-
sity scientists as part of a planned pro-
gram of study to learn the effect of growth
hormones on weight gain, sexual behavior,
and carcass quality.

Steers on the 123-day test gained 50 to
52 pounds more than those not receiving
hormone treatment. The carcasses were
graded as slightly inferior when stilbestrol
was the hormone fed.

Meat from steers fed hexestrol or dienes-
trol was graded equal to the meat from
the control steers that had received no

hormone.
Science News Letter, January 14, 1956
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