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Benjamin Franklin (1706 – 1790)

Ben Franklin, Scholar –
Portrait by Bernard
Hoffman (1956)
Picture courtesy of USHistory.org.

• A paragon of the 18th-century Age of
Enlightenment
• A self-made man, polymath, wit, and
freethinker
• Printer, businessman, inventor,
philosopher, scientist, diplomat,
statesman, revolutionary, firefighter, and
insurance innovator
• Born in Boston, ran away from home at
age 17, began his own printing business
in Philadelphia at age 20
• Purchased The Pennsylvania Gazette
and used it to promote his multi-faceted
ideas and projects
• In 1727, founded the Junto, a club of 12
young men who would meet to discuss
ideas for self-improvement, morality,
politics, natural philosophy, practical
innovation

Portrait of Benjamin Franklin
by Robert Feke (1748)

The Problem of Fire

The Great Fire of London, 1666, Painting
by Rita Greer (2008)

• Early modern cities were constructed largely out of
wood, with buildings in close proximity to provide
security against invaders.
• Open fires were common. Wood, coal, candles were
principal sources of heat and fuel.
• Periodic major fires could wipe out major cities.
(Example: Great Fire of London, 1666)
• Philadelphia was more modern – mostly brick and
stone construction, broader streets, smaller
population (about 12,000 in 1731, 28,522 in 1790).
• However, devastating fires still occurred.

The Pennsylvania Gazette,
April 30, 1730
• Benjamin Franklin, 24, wrote, “On Friday Night last, about 11 o’Clock, a Fire broke

out in a Store near Mr. Fishbourn’s Wharf and, before it could be master’d,
consumed all the Stores, &c. [etc.] on the Wharf, damaged several Houses on that
Side the Street, and crossing the Way, seized the fine House of Mr. J. Dickinson,
with two other Houses adjoining towards Walnut-street, which are all ruined. The
Loss in the Whole is supposed to be four or five Thousand Pounds [English
sterling]. It is thought that if the People had been provided with good [fire] Engines
and other suitable Instruments, the Fire might easily have been prevented spreading,
as there was but little Wind. There is now a Subscription on Foot for supplying the
Town with every Thing necessary of that Nature, which meets with great
Encouragement. There was much Thieving at the Fire, and several ill Persons are
now in Prison on that Account. ”

Firefighting

• February 4, 1735: Writing as an anonymous “old citizen”,
Franklin, 29, wrote to suggest a "Club or Society of active Men
belonging to each Fire Engine; whose Business is to attend all
Fires with it whenever they happen."
• Fire-safety advice: “In the first Place, as an Ounce of Prevention

Benjamin Franklin, the
Fireman - Portrait by
Charles Washington
Wright (1850)

is worth a Pound of Cure, I would advise 'em to take care how
they suffer living Coals in a full Shovel, to be carried out of one
Room into another, or up or down Stairs, unless in a
Warmingpan shut; for Scraps of Fire may fall into Chinks and
make no Appearance until Midnight; when your Stairs being in
Flames, you may be forced, (as I once was) to leap out of your
Windows, and hazard your Necks to avoid being oven-roasted.”

• Founded the Union Fire Company on December 7, 1736

• Volunteers were typically men of property, who provided and maintained their own equipment leather buckets, baskets, ladders, hooks, “fire engines” (hand-cranked water pumps) – and met once a
month to discuss firefighting tactics and prevention.
• Other volunteer companies formed in emulation. Firefighters responded to fires at any properties, not
just those of subscribers/volunteers. Philadelphia became one of the safest cities of the 18th century.

Inventions and Discoveries

Franklin Stove Diagram

• Franklin Stove (1742): Cast-iron furnace, absorbed and
retained heat efficiently, used less wood, emitted less smoke,
and prevented embers from leaping out.
• Electricity (1750, 1752): Discovered that lightning is electricity,
conservation of charge, nature of electricity as a single current,
flowing from positively to negatively charged objects.
• Lightning Rod (1752): Rod connected to the ground by a wire,
saved many houses from lightning-caused fires.

Lightning Rod, one of the
originals deployed by
Benjamin Franklin
Ben Franklin, Scientist –
Painting by Bernard
Hoffman (1956)
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The Philadelphia Contributorship for the Insuring of
Houses from Loss by Fire

Office of the Philadelphia
Contributorship
(Built in 1836), Photograph by
Ben Franske

• Founded in 1752 – First meeting on May 11, 1752; until 1836, did
not have its own office. Meetings occurred in taverns and houses of
members.
• Deed of Settlement (44-foot single parchment) was signed. First
signature was of Pennsylvania Governor James Hamilton. Second
signature was Benjamin Franklin’s. 1774 signatures in total.
• Mutual insurance company: Subscribers were “to be and continue
to be Contributors unto and equal Sharers in the losses as well as
the gains.”
• Policies covered losses from fire only. First policy terms were for 7
years. Premium was mostly refundable after expiration, apart from
deductions for losses and administrative expenses.
• Benjamin Franklin purchased two policies on rental properties,
issued on July 4, 1752.
Philadelphia Contributorship Logo Picture Courtesy of USHistory.org.

The Philadelphia Contributorship for the Insuring of
Houses from Loss by Fire

Pictures Courtesy of USHistory.org.

Fire Marks of the Philadelphia
Contributorship,
Photograph by Ben Franske

• Philip Syng (1703-1789), one of the Directors, was a silversmith,
who designed the corporate seal and created metal fire marks that
policyholders were required to affix in front of their houses to
identify the property as insured by the Philadelphia
Contributorship.
• The Contributorship also donated money to Philadelphia fire
companies. The fire marks served as encouragement for any
firefighters to put out a fire at an insured property. The fire
company would be rewarded.
• Firefighters were often Contributorship subscribers. They had an
incentive to fight fires effectively. The less damage, the less would
be deducted from their premium deposits.
• Every property was protected. If firefighters extinguished a fire on
an uninsured property, the owner would be billed afterward – but
no properties were allowed to burn.
• Contributorship advocated for fire safety and regular chimney
sweeping.

The Philadelphia Contributorship for the Insuring of
Houses from Loss by Fire

Map of Philadelphia (1762)

• No losses in first year of operation (1752), despite 143
policies issued.
• Single loss in 1753: Extreme damage to a house on Water
Street. All damage was repaired expeditiously, at no cost
to the owner. The repair cost 154 pounds, a third of the
Contributorship’s assets. 26.25% of members’ premium
deposits were deducted to pay for the loss.
• All houses were surveyed / inspected before a policy was
issued. Surveyor and architect Samuel Rhoads (1711 –
1784) served on the Board of Directors. Safety-oriented
corrections were required – e.g., trap doors on roofs to
help fight roof/chimney fires. Proper chimney sweeping
was heavily encouraged, as unswept chimneys were the
most prevalent cause of fires.
• Underwriting and rating guidelines either excluded or
surcharged properties at higher risk of fire – wooden
houses, apothecary shops, breweries, taller structures.
• To avoid moral hazard, policy limits were less than the
market value of the property. The goal was to prevent total
losses altogether and to repair, not replace properties.

The Philadelphia Contributorship for the Insuring of Houses from Loss
by Fire
• Reserving was introduced in 1763, after the policy count grew six-fold since inception,
while assets diminished (because deposits were often returned upon policy expiration,
and interest income was distributed pro rata among policyholders).
• The reserve account was established through policyholder deposits and dedicated to
the payment of losses. Only interest, not principal, would be used in operations.
• Benjamin Franklin stepped down as Director in
1753 to become Deputy Postmaster of British
North America, tripled frequency of mail
deliveries. He did purchase a third rental policy
in 1763.
• From 1752 to 1784, the Contributorship was the
sole fire insurance company in North America.
• Competitors eventually arose for different
market niches – e.g., Mutual Assurance
Company, a.k.a. the Green Tree (1784 – 1996),
which agreed to insure houses with trees in front
of them, excluded by the Contributorship’s
guidelines.

1847 Stamp

Panorama of Philadelphia (1768)

The Philadelphia Contributorship for the Insuring of Houses from Loss
by Fire
• In 1810, began offering perpetual fire policies. The
policyholder’s deposit would provide coverage
until/unless the policy was cancelled by either party.
• Still exists today, now a stock corporation owned by a
stock holding company, which is owned by a mutual
holding company. Covers properties in Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland. A perpetual home
(multi-peril) insurance policy is one of the products.
• 9/30/2015 Financial Highlights (Consolidated)
•
•
•
•
•

Total Assets: $412,000,000
Total Liabilities: $189,700,000
Policyholder Surplus: $222,300,000
Net Written Premium (Last 12 Months): $122,300,000
Ratio of Net Written Premium to Surplus: 0.55
Philadelphia Contributorship Office in 2013,
Photograph by “Beyond My Ken”, Wikimedia
Commons

Benjamin Franklin’s Other Insurance Contributions
• Helped with the printing needs of the first life insurance
company in North America, the Corporation for the Relief
of Poor and Distressed Presbyterian Ministers and of the
Poor and Distressed Widows and Children of Presbyterian
Ministers (incorporated in 1759), which later became the
Presbyterian Ministers Fund and existed until its 1995
merger with Provident Mutual Life Insurance Company.
• In 1788, proposed a multi-peril crop insurance program
that would reimburse farmers for losses to crops due to
insects, weather, and disease. This idea was implemented by
occasional private crop insurance in the late 1800s and in
1938 via the Federal Crop Insurance Corporation.
• “I have sometimes thought it might be well to establish an office of

insurance for farms against the damage that may occur to them from
storms, blights, insects, etc. A small sum paid by a number would repair
such losses and prevent much poverty and distress.”

~ Benjamin Franklin – Letter to Louis-Guillaume Le Veillard,
October 24, 1788.

Portrait of Benjamin Franklin by Mason
Chamberlin (1762)

Benjamin Franklin, Futurist
• “The rapid Progress true Science now makes, occasions my
Regretting sometimes that I was born so soon. It is
impossible to imagine the Height to which may be carried
in a 1000 Years the Power of Man over Matter. We may
perhaps learn to deprive large Masses of their Gravity &
give them absolute Levity, for the sake of easy Transport.
Agriculture may diminish its Labour & double its Produce.
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. O that
moral Science were in as fair a Way of Improvement, that
Men would cease to be Wolves to one another, and the
human Beings would at length learn what they now
improperly call Humanity.”
~ Benjamin Franklin – Letter to Joseph Priestley, February 8, 1780
Portrait of Benjamin Franklin by Joseph Siffred
Duplessis (1778)

An Anachronistic Encounter

Benjamin Franklin’s Seal

Benjamin Franklin’s Seal

Gennady Stolyarov II and Benjamin Franklin in Kansas City, MO (October 2014)
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