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Poor Richard's Offspring: Benjamin Franklin's 
Influence on th1e Almanac Tr·ade in America 

Thomas A... or-rocks 

0U1gh ton .i b ar1l e ·. h ibUi . n, Benjamin Franklin· A 1 01-v-to Gu· d,e 
urveys Franklin's 'nflue -tial role .· -· the cir,cula··o ,_ ,_ kr1ov1Iedg,e dunng 

the e ghteen h ce: tury. . o say that -rai-· :1 1 s rol · ·w , :nflu-. ntial i .· an 
u der ta ·ement; when one co -id r · .. t e commu 1·,c .-1tions . :· cuit in Franklin~- time 
lvhicl , :011 1 p ··• d aut 1or printer d ubli her , -up H r and hipp r , books n r , 
a1 1d r . 1 er , one clea -ly ees 'Fra cl' · ig 11 • cance.'14 ·He w _ involved1, ~n II' n · \-i ay or 

1, her,, 1n most oft e cir ui ~-. a,, f · ··tie . Thi -. brie , · ay ·· xamine , F anklin~- rof und 
1 1 uen •· , 11 th .. trade], and .. · tn1ne 1 · .· ,- with a g~an. . .at , , , f he 

pubh.c _ti n . in. Juded in he H · ugh~ · n ·. xhibition-a c py , f Fr . nkHn> 1 48 editi n . 
n R. -h d I d. (fi ) 13> ;rOOr 1c .ar mprove . gu. .. 11 . · 

Franklin 1748 . er . ion of Poor Ric.h.ard w,: ·. th· fir-st of the "'impro . ~edn • erie: .. Fr, ·m 
17 3 throu -h 1747, he had issued his almanac .·. und r th tiH of Poor Richard. Th ·. 1748. 
re i ion indud , -d b . . ides the new ti' e more pa-qe · · addifon 1 e say: of vary· - . length 
o · div, rse t. 1 pies,. p, rticula -1 hi- . _ '. ·,. , literatu e, and ,_ ! ence; an -I a - · gher price. · •. · t 
remain,ed howe¥e.-. · e·.-e the - • . e-.ements ·.hat made Poo.r Ri1 har:d ·ud. a re·.1 · u ding 
u ·,ce · (and, by e ten >i •. ,.n .h -Ip, d make ranklin a we If . n an): ranklin"s c rea · 

«po • r . :.chard'~' aunder · and w1 e and! w tty max n 1 s that charmed. reader.· while 
pr · m,, .· ng · rug. 1 H ty) md us . ry) a 1d tnoral ty It pr, . -a bl. i-natt · 1 ed Ii tt , w ,_ th . · or not 
rea · . r , · new that o, · · Rich rd.,_ n1a : iln , ud . a '(Lo ,t time · · nev, .-· fi-,u d agai 1 / 

"'Libe1 · lity i not g+ving much but gi . 1 g · i , 1-~· and a-f i tal · . 1 uch but ay Iii t le'i 
fr , · th,. 74 -.. Jma11ac> w·er, b, . o -,ed fron1 th r · .. urc 136' b1 fact the Pa.or R·'chard 
• eri, · 1 • n phy ·· ·. ··" 11 a ppea ran c · a d in con i . n t> , iffi red Ii td fr , 1 n o· ·h · r a.Iman acs. , · f th . 
tim,e Wh t then,, · e , a rated Poo·r Richard fl om it , co npeftor ,? It wa the geniu , · it · 

134 Ir f1 r · ·,o th · . ommuni a.ti ms cir ·uil m( •I . I R.nb .rt 1 .· rnton d fin .din '1\t'~ hat i. t'he Hi ,t ),r of Bo k .,. 
in R ading in Am rica: Lil -rm ~r; · ·. o · fr~i Hi lory, .. d. ·athy ·.. · • id on ( altimo .. : TI1 [ohn . l opkin . 

Umii , rsity Pr,. ss, 1989)~ 2-7-5.2. 

135 Poor· Richard !mpr,ov. .. t; R in mi Ab-tuna k tlH(l' Eph tn ris . . 748 (Philad [phia: -. -rank]1n [1747)). 

1 ·· Man of ·rank.lin's. maxims w 1 . borrcn-ved fr-om. rious nch and : n Li h n:thofo, i s ·"'ar aHa le ·to 

him in ·_h Libra y -om an · of Philad .11 hia or on t:hc 'h h .. of fncnd :~ He would lb n r · i -·. th _ nl :fur 
eri an • e der ; - . ing th mi i · th " , · d of · . ' . Franklin - · ho.la 41an · me i · tang. • \ ._, hiU'ield J. Be]l; 

J •i 1 ] nt -due ti n' to Th' '. ompl t Poor Ri ha r--d Almanacks .. 2. · . ] .• (Bar.re, Ma .: Imprint ·. · ty. 19,70), 

xi-xii. · · · a o Jame - n an.d P · t tal lybra · , Benjamin Franklin. W'ri r tmd .Print r ( · e-w ·. · a ti , 
· ·. I., PEtilnde.iph ia, an.d London: . ak KnoJl Pre s) Library . omp. :ny . · P.h ifadelph i3,. and . 0h · 1 'Fih . h Lib-rary, 

200 · ) 101 - n , 
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. 11 , : .tor. Li . , · .n . n other in · almanac tra e Franklin kne\ ha I the eadi n.b p, blic 
wanted. UnHke n1an. a [·man: . •: .mak" · .. J how, v Franklin pos ess .. d th ingenuity _ nd 
th: · shr wd bu in _ sen_,_ to d lh er a uni u prod ·11 in a fi 1 Hiar a.ck. ge. 

Wh n Poor Richaid fir•· , appear din. 1733, the American alm nae trade wa .• ent ·.ring 
a golden era that would xt nd into th . . ar ly nin .. t, 1 nth century. Thi . co . n try~. first 
almanac wa .· printed in : a1n hr idg . L ··a .·. . rh u · · tt .· in 1639 ., By the nd · , f the · ,e ·· .-nte nth 
century, the almana. had a um d th ba. ic furm with v_ hich · n erican .. of 1 1nklin,s 
tin1e \! , re famlliar: a p-lbHcaUon. con .i · tin,g ' .. f, , calendar, • st onom "'cal and · tr logical 
c mp, 1lati n , 1 rm and wea h .r p ed ·,ction · u ·· 1g he eight en h en ury other 
el · · , : n · . . . . e a , ded,, uc a 1 , · cal Ind fe e · ii co 1r ·. da :e -,, U . · of roads, po -ta e a ·. 
curr ,e ,c ·· ormaf ,, fa ·n · ad ice poetry; e · a :) · ,umor> heal 1 infi m 1tion, 
maxim ) and extract f o.m literary an · cie ritific pul hcat1on .. The aim nae b e,came 
ext , emely popu[ 1r with A1ne i,c 1n r,e,_ ders, ra.ngn1g from the a 1i'luent and ~e. 1rned to th" 
poor andl barely l:ter. ite. It had b ,co n,e thi .· count y 1s. m · st popular . , _ cular publication 
by the , . nd o · th e i.g ht nth c _ ntury. For many A1ne ],can th . .alman .c a both a. 
guid, . bo · . con ta~n in ·. · .. ential infonnation for the far.m, r, n . rchant,, and ean1an and 
.a haven £ ·r tho ·.-· ·. king edification, enter alnn 1 · nt, and e cape from the unchanging 
'OU in of e- r da life. ~1, 

Franklin~· Poor .Richard pl y,e,d no · maU r , 1 e in the phe '.. .ie , al . ucce .·· of the 
··,,a ·.· 1, . • Po ingf 1 1 • 1 a I a tro ogywi ·1le at the ·ametimecl ,e .erlyus ng ·ttoh· . dvantag . 

ranklin introdu ed ti Poor .Ri hard ahnanac with a predi ti ,i-1,. ba· ed on the star-,, of 
the dea ;1 of 1iv I P ii: delphia .: ln1anac · _1ak r itan .·. • d · Humor , u a · w, JI a a 
.· hrewd loy to attract publicity; Frai kl'n'., ~prediction ·w.. in r," :·Hty a p·.revmiew of the 
tongue -in -cheek introducU n that ·reactr would coin t, 11 _x ect 1n futuli~ i.;; ~ues. But 
Franklin •.·erv ·d m. ·.re than entertrunm,ent and humor to hi .• Poor Ri .hard r,e d ·rs; he 
ber e . ed that he I• d. a m · , , al obligation to so . iety to us . Paor Richard) as we] [ as his 
oth r pubhcations, to educate .and Ensh uct. . ranklin, ahnanac in addition to P'oor 
Richard"- maxin1. indud ·-d num -rou e ·• · y . on cientific di co . erie .. · nd d · cription 
of in trument . and m I ntion . ml, 

· rankiin~ Poor Ri'cha d wa one of the m t · u cce . ful .al nae in ea ly Amerl,ca 
r, .. achingaprin -run ofllo,o,oo .. ,o·· ie ·.annuaH . WhHeitdid!notha ·ecir , . la .,n ficrure .. · a .· 
hi h a t i -·e al nan. , · . of · . athan1el Am. (50. ooo) and Rob. rt B. Tho1na~· (20,>000 )> Poor 

1:, m . A. Horrocks 1 .. ul., ·> · • medi , • nd .· g1m .n : H alth A ric in. arl Am ,rtcan Ahnan~ ;~ 

in Ri ht .l..J~i.ng: An \nglo -Amcricfm Tmrlit.ion of ·· if-Help M tlicin. a~d Hygien , e . 1• h d _s . Rosenb rg 

(Baltim_," re: Th · J hn Hopkins Uni . r .i , , - 100 ). -6,. · aJ o Ma 10n Ba her Stowell E r~ Am · i, an 
A lm·araa :S: Th, .Anonial Weekday Bibi (N · ¥i k: Burl Frankl. · 1977). D spit .· it · , • Stu ell' , ,rk 
r ai th b ~f tr a m t f ·g1 ·t cnth- cntur . ahna :1.a . 

138 Poor Rid rd l.7 : ·. An Alm· n.a k for th Yi ar ... 7 .J (Philadelphia: . . . ranldin [t732]) [2]. 
l39 . • h pkn Th { I i H tifi Am dcaw Benjamin Fran· lin and th P'£4rsu.i.t of G nius ( · · w Y rk: 

Ba k Book ) 2006), 56-63. 
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lg Ir 7. · . {Irey' . n1nklin .. Ahneuw or th Year 18,u (Philad lph i ·~ 01). litl pa • . Privale , I lect ion. 
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R.i-ch ard ex I ted a gr at, · · · ue - e o · , 1 he Ame 1 i - 11 aim.an· c trade. 140 As, succes ful · 
- s\ .and oma " al111anac '\'\l'fr th ir in1pact ,on th ir ,co~~ petitor and . ucoes ·ors· . -

ha d to di .cern. Admitt -·di. i1 i .•. hard to1 tell one ear]y · .meri . an almana .. from anoth --r 
beca e all ilmanac ma· • I". followed a onv :n ti na] r ran. men in rm , f _ nt _ 1t 
and orga · .--ai" · o, · tha _ : p • ,.pu]a- r · der ... . Poor Ri, hard n1 y h · .ve f, , ok d like i~ · 
competitor . but it - · fl e · ,ce , , n the ade i --c e 1rly , 1pparent :in th - u e o ·. Frank !l~n) · -
name or variations of it - Ude by a number of Us s ccess , 1 1 - in t I e : mer· can ahn na 
t · d.e from. the late eighte nth century thr · _ gh t 1 · ,e m d nineteen h~ 

Poor .Richard Improved · or 758 wa -th · ast is ue 1n wh1 .- .Fr 1n.ldin , a per . nall -
invo v,. d Th. £. ewcll i · u, i - 1 , .. ta le 6 ; it . incll, .-ion of a _ peech by · 1 man known .as 
. ath _ r Abraham that P or Ri h · 1rd heard a d r -·c: :1rded. · ,e -p e,ec · wh icl ,· 1 1clud . ·, 
many of P r Ri. hard J•_ m axin1 ) ach i_ v _ d in _ tant not , 1 1ety a11d sub equentl y ap eared 
in man.y p,arat editi,on under the tilde The Way to Wealth (a copy oft re 1799 
Phil~ d lphi ·. 1 edition i . included in H:oughton 3

• exhibition)~ Poor Rirehard Improved 
continu d to be is a. d under the same btle by Fra:ru ·•· f forme partne-r I av "d Hall. 
until 1802 .. , A> the F ·.ainklin/HaU Po.or l~icham alma 1: - l ft t 1. · c _ 1,." ., other alma a,, 

maker e g1 - Iy , ough I o I ak it .-. pla •) offer· n publicati . n _ witt.h imi] ar title . in th " 
ho , ,e that t ey to ) · o ld achieve F ranklin-Hk , fame and 6 ,rtune. . 1 1 r · -xampL, t'h" 
year 180 wi _ 1e . ed the arr val of Care-y1 Franklin Almanac ( gu '.e 7) · n Phi~ad. ~phi -
and Poar Richard Reviva in eimekL ·· onnec 1icut . · e next year aw t e ma.u uraJ 
i ·u · s of The Almanack of Poor Richar:d th. . econd in B ton) Franklins · egacy; or 
the .·-ew~York ,& ½ rmont Abnana k : n T1 y; N, ·o ·k 1• nd Poor .. i hand R,_vi', ed; or 
the Albany Almanack u1 Alb n > . ew -, I k. 1 1 As, e nineteenth ce t _: y p og;r,essedl, 
n um , rons alman--c > , ppear,ed nd,er siini1 ar t1tle ,. · n" such -~ g-running tit , . was The 
Fr,a nkl'in Almanac (figure 8) · u b i I ed in P · 1adelphia by McCa-ty and · \. rom 1.82 

th rough th · 840 ·: .1•ri: 

1 ,o Gr€cn n.d ta]lyb ss, Benj.am,in Franklin, 104; C. Willi m MillerJ j'Franklin". Poor Rt ltard lmat1a· -.: 

Their Pr-jntin - and ubUcation .· tudi tJ in Bibliogr;aphy 14 (1961).~ 98; ·tm ,,el'I,. Early Am rican Almanacs, x; 
David H. c , art~r I f Phy kk and · -tronomi: lmam1c and Popular M didn . in Ma a husett 700-

1764 v (.Ph.D. dis ·., The Uni! r, . Uy of Iowa , 2000) 59. Nathaniel Am fat:her and son, i ·- 1..L_ d ·I m_ nae.~ in 

Boston fr.om 7 .6 to 1774. Rob rt. . -_ m . i · u,1. d hi ~11:;-t alma ac m Bo to.n in 79 · it is hll publ'.shed 

t - a .· as The. Old Fa ·mers lmana . 
141 : areys Franklin Aima'1a . for th· Yi ar 18cu i(Ph ifadelph i : P . inted r Mat:hCl', ·arc ..r by John 1or _ n , 

1 01); Poor Ri h1ard R vivd. Bei~g an A -. fronomical Diar '• or Almanack for the Y. ar ... 1801 i(. · 1 . field, Conn.: 

L B _ · h [ 1800 ] ); 1h .A/.;r · ana k of Poor Ri ha.rd th · ~m1d; or. ara A tronomi o.1 Mu _ umJ for the · e~n· ... 18'0~ 

(Bo , : '" ndr \ · · w E~ h801J); Frtmklit' L 'ga :y; or. th l m ork & \ rm .nt 'Jnt(ma, k) /01' th Year .... 

1802. (Trcr : ffi tt nd L . , n h801]); Poor Rkl1ard Revi'ved: or. th Albany Almanac.k~ /or th Year . . . 1802-

(A Iba' 1y: John Barber [ 18.,0 t]). 
142 Fr~nklin' Al,ruma · for th Yi ar ... 1829 ( Philadelphia: ·. cCarty and Davi -) (] s.2.8 J )i. f , ·. ub equ _ nt y a.1: 

· . e . . :i]ton Drake> amp.) A lmana s of the ,Uni d _ tal -, ls. ( - el · ork: . e -·_ career.ow Pres ) 1962), v I, 2. 
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Fig, re . Th ran lin Abru-ma , f o.r tl1 ar . . J 3 . (Ph· L d p c • 18 5}, tit[ pa re. Pri · te 
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·. ha1 i · ntere· ing ab • · .. _ t · I e alma · a• · 1nent i ,ned a · , ve 1 · ·. t 1at £ · r the m.ost 
rt) tb _ ir ere·_ t r ·. n1 -de no af emp· t ··m "'ta ,.e or re urr 1 • t . anldin, . oo.- Richard 

, hara . -- r. For I xampl . th 1.80 Poot Iii ha rd R -vivtl Ii · ed « P or Ri . hard · aunder , 
Star-Gaz. r," a it co p· er,. butt] -,e publication o rtain ,d no hun1orous. p .ologu'-· y 
him nor did it contain an · · , aocims. wo o the -1lman c . nenhon ·cl Carey~ Franklin 
A.lmana,e (which wa i ued · rom 801 through 18, ) ar d .... cCarty and Dav( ·~s The 
Frankl'in. lm·anac, inc uded an ·· nag.e of . ranklin on their c ver -.. ·. ·· 1 ither f the e t vo 
Utl. · included any n1ention o · · ranklin ot P · · .r 1t",chard in id! th . ir co er .. 0 -ly the 
c mpH ·1 ,, ,· the · 02 Alm · »ack of Poor R"chard th. · -econd made an ._t11empt t•. cr,e.-·te a 
rankl in-typ _ · _ har.a · t -r. Po or .Rich~lr. . th Second · · . in I ro duced t . , -eader a a -· ative 

of ]r ,eland, th -on of "R~ hard F . ... ," who w I a amou> bespec cled philo ophe , a 
man o · scienc ._, and . : p rforn . r o -el1. ctrical e · perime ts much like d ,e ·, eal ank]m) 
Poor Rich . rdl th .- S -c n l emigrated to · me-1c . ,, cwhere he now li : ,es in his ely 
cottag -J• in the for1 "'. t of uncert in ty;. and .· a mean [..·. ic?] of fin · I g little mo .1 ey · n 1 

- . -

pur: e) publi he thi . fir .t numb: ·r of hi .at- 1 • nae . and · · a.l g ,. the princ··pal pa t of 
whi -h he ,, ·, mpo ed t der a · apple-tree. ha i g th.e· 1 · o o -her .Plac. · 1· ipo· 1 ivhich to lay 
hi . .:urp-· ing'ly;. the ch ract,er •-,_. o, r Ric1ard the econd d]~app ar after th 
fir. t issue ( · d the ti . le of 1.1 he pub 'ii.· ati on wa . changed to Foor Ri.ch a.rds Alma at:k with 
the 803 is ue)m1 

There we e ma y other nin teenth-c ntury Am ri,can ahnan cs that a- . d ranldin\ 
.. ·me>· . . . 1riation o· Po Richard- . even ather Abraham in th • ir titl · . And , 1 few 

- ·a· a .-ma 1 ,.,r e . n . ·rte .· pt , d to inv . n th -· o . ·n p. or Ri,cha d- ike ch.. racter: · Thi•· 
wid 1, r _d prac ice of borro, . ,r, or imitation h •1 1 I not be . ·e ed n e . ly a . -e 
pir -1ting . fan :id. a for profit, thou -h un -oubte - thi . ·'"' 1s the case vrith ·. ome al na · ac 
ma· · 1er .. I wo1-1ld · rgue that tt . ignUied tr.ibut · a · 1nu h if not ·mo,r than t - . ft. Aft r 
aU> lby the nineteenth century b o rowina tides and content h d beoo- '· .· . tr. dition 
w~thin the aJ.n1ana, trade. (Frankl· him e]f wa v,ery ,go · dl at it~) 1 ·•. in _ _ _nth -century 
American a]manac makers) many of ·whom were ·printers or form r deniz·. n . of the 
printing busine s) r v r d ranldin and truly admired. hi_ · ucc,es fllll ri e from a humble 
jou ne ·. 11an t ., a famo . ·. stat·.· ·1nan. ·e · · .. as one . ·f their ,own and he wa .· · m ·•-. 1 wor h 
emulating o Frankl" 1 1~ uoce r . · 1: the· Arne ~ican alm nae 1

1 ra · , th. e] o a 
· ~ucce · ·. fttl .almana1 • was. Poor Ri1 hard~ By · - i ta ting it they were not on~y king ad v.anmg _ · 
o,f Frankr -~s gro1 :u1g r,eput trnon in nin t , en-h century America> h t also p,aymng the· 
respect .. , to the ingenu'. ty and -. u.co• . s . ·me ~ca1 most famou · ... almana.c maker~ 

143 Th Almanack of Poor Richard the co 1d [ ')]. Fr m 1. O- through i -08, this ~r .ies. was is~ued und,er th · 

title Poor Ri.c:ham' Almana.ck .. 
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manage ·· ,ei ,,t of informatio · V, ea.-l - de n -efer,e,n,ce -ork .. 

1 h _.plin · .• J , , . • Dunc a , P 1illip . P.rof e •· or of arl · Ameri an. Hist or at 
Harvard Univers,-ity S · ,e ~1 curr,e t y w · :,, ki · g on ._ - ~, · t,: · y . ·, cir,cumna - ··ga f i, · n. 
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