
 

 
 

From the Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin 
 
 
Benjamin Franklin was sailing from New York to England in June 1757 on board the mail 
packet, on assignment from the Pennsylvania Assembly to negotiate with the Proprietors on 
taxation and defense.  This was in the middle of the French and Indian War (1754-1763). 
 
“We were several times chas’d on our Passage, but outsail’d every thing, and in thirty 
Days had Soundings.  We had a good Observation, and the Captain judg’d himself so 
near our Port, (Falmouth) that if we made a good Run in the Night we might be off the 
Mouth of that Harbour in the Morning, and by running in the Night might escape the 
Notice of the Enemy’s Privateers, who often cruis’d near the Entrance of the Channel.  
Accordingly all the Sail was set that we could possibly make, and the Wind being very 
fresh & fair, we went right before it, & made great Way.  The Captain after his 
Observation, shap’d his Course as he thought so as to pass wide of the Scilly Isles: but it 
seems there is sometimes a strong Indraught setting up St. George’s Channel which 
deceives Seamen, and caus’d the Loss of Sir Cloudsley Shovel’s Squadron*.  The 
Indraught was probably the Case of what happen’d to us.  We had a Watchman plac’d in 
the Bow to whom they often call’d Look well out before, there; and he as often answer’d 
Aye, Aye!  But perhaps had his Eyes shut, and was half asleep at the time: they 
sometimes answering as is said mechanically: For he did not see a Light just before us, 
which had been hid by the Studding Sails from the Man at Helm & from the rest of the 
Watch; but by an accidental Yaw of the Ship was discover’d, & occasion’d a real Alarm, 
we being very near it, the light appearing to me as big as a Cart Wheel.  It was Midnight, 
& Our Captain fast asleep.  But Capt. Kennedy jumping upon Deck, & seeing the Danger, 
ordered the Ship to wear round, all Sails standing, An Operation dangerous to the 
Masts, but it carried us clear, and we escap’d Shipwreck, for we were running right upon 
the Rocks on which the Lighthouse was erected.  This Deliverance impress’d me strongly 
with the utility of Lighthouses, and made me resolve to encourage the building more of 
them in America, if I should live to return there.” 
 
*With nearly 2,000 sailors lost in 1707, the Scilly naval disaster was recorded as one of the greatest 
maritime disasters in British history.  
 
Source:  The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, the Heritage Press, 1951, pp 225-226. The 
original manuscript of the Memoirs is the property of The Huntington Library in Pasadena. Franklin 
himself called them “Memoirs” but around the Civil War, printings of Franklin’s memoirs started using 
the title “Autobiography”. 


