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A renowned inventor, diplomat, and writer, Benjamin Franklin is perhaps the most 

difficult historical figure to accurately and comprehensively represent in the limited format of a 

children’s biography. Nevertheless, there are many high quality children’s biographies covering 

the life of Benjamin Franklin in the St. Catherine’s Montessori Library. The following children’s 

biographies, Benjamin Franklin’s Adventures With Electricity by Beverly Birch & Robin Bell 

Corfield, Ben Franklin’s Big Splash: The Mostly True Story of His First Invention by Barb 

Rosenstock, Ben Franklin and the Magic Squares by Frank Murphy, Benjamin Franklin by 

Martha E. H. Rustad, Benjamin Franklin: A Man of Many Talents by the Editors of TIME For 

Kids, and Who Was Ben Franklin? by Dennis Brindell Fadin, represent a cross-section of flaws 

and strengths. Other books not included within the purview of this essay were checked out 

infrequently or had not outstanding flaws to speak of. The larger purpose of this essay is to shed 

light on specific shortcomings of the selected books as well as suggesting additional books that 

could further strengthen the St. Catherine’s library collection’s ability to present a more accurate 

portrayal of Benjamin Franklin. 

 

Benjamin Franklin’s Adventures With Electricity by Beverly Birch & Robin Bell Corfield 
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The first, and by far the most accurate, book to be considered is Benjamin Franklin’s 

Adventures With Electricity by Beverly Birch & Robin Bell Corfield. This book does itself a 

great service by limiting its scope only to Franklin’s experimentation with electricity. This 

allows the book to ignore Franklin’s messy personal life entirely and focus solely on his genius. 

The limited scope of this book is made clear simply by the title, and so it establishes no 

obligation other than giving an accurate look at Franklin’s history with electricity. This book 

excels in its accurate depictions of Franklin and his electrical experimentation both through text 

and illustrations. It does an excellent job of establishing that, long before his kite experiment in 

1752, Franklin was fascinated by electricity. However, it is in the coverage of arguably the most 

iconic aspect of Franklin’s life, the kite experiment, that this book distinguishes itself as an 

excellent reference book. The most common myth surrounding this experiment is that lightning 

struck Franklin’s kite (Morgan). If this were the case, he would have been seriously injured at 

best and fried to a crisp at worst, a fact that this book does not fail to mention (Birch). Another 

common misconception is that Franklin’s son, William, who assisted him with experiment, was a 

small child in 1752 (Franklin Institute). In fact, William was twenty-one at the time of the kite 

experiment (Berkeley). This biography accurately portrays William as a young adult. In addition, 

the illustrations of Benjamin Franklin are not aged up to match his quintessential appearance on 

the hundred-dollar-bill, and they instead portray him accurately as a middle-aged man (Birch). 

This book provides accurate information both through text and illustrations, and its strong focus 

on the most known event in Franklin’s life makes this book an invaluable part of the St. 

Catherine’s Montessori Library collection. 
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Ben Franklin’s Big Splash: The Mostly True Story of His First Invention by Barb 

Rosenstock 

The same can be said for Ben Franklin’s Big Splash: The Mostly True Story of His First 

Invention by Barb Rosenstock. Once again, this book eliminates the need to look at messier 

aspects of Franklin’s life by honing in on his childhood, and even more specifically on his first 

known invention. That said, the book does address aspects of Franklin’s later life in its final 

pages. However, due to the fact that it addresses these aspects only in a cursory summary and not 

as a primary focus of the text, the book's lack of information on more unsavory aspects of 

Franklin’s character are understandable. In fact, more than anything this book does a fantastic 

job of accurately representing the inventive and inquisitive nature of Franklin’s personality. 

While other books analyzed in this essay are brimming with facts, this book is much more 

focused on Franklin’s inventiveness, a trait that would define the entirety of his life. The bulk of 

the book is aimed towards a Lower Elementary audience. While there is certainly a degree of 

artistic interpretation, the book is entirely accurate to the limited written material from Franklin 

regarding his childhood, and in particular his first invention, wooden swim fins (Morgan). 

Franklin’s original writing is included in the Author’s Note (Rosenstock). This shows a clear 

good-faith effort to keep the book accurate and provides an interesting look at a primary source 

document for older students. The final pages could prove useful to any Lower and Upper 

Elementary student needing a basic and accurate timeline of Franklin’s life.  

 

Ben Franklin and the Magic Squares by Frank Murphy 
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The final book to focus on a particular event in Franklin’s life is Ben Franklin and the 

Magic Squares by Frank Murphy. At least, that is how it presents itself. This book is, in fact, a 

fanciful retelling of Franklin’s life (Murphy). It takes extreme liberties with significant details 

and for this reason it holds little value as a reference book. If the book is not already located in 

the historical fiction section, then perhaps it should be. This would prevent confusion as this 

book does not contain any valuable information that could not be found in the other reference 

books in the library collection. 

 

Additional Biographies 

Of the biographies covering the full scope of Franklin's life, Benjamin Franklin by 

Martha E. H. Rustad is by far the most disappointing. The information it contains is so incredibly 

basic that it is essentially useless, especially when compared to the other books analyzed in this 

essay. This book is of no use beyond learning basic dates, information that could be gleaned 

from practically any other reference book on Franklin. For example, Benjamin Franklin: A Man 

of Many Talents by the Editors of TIME For Kids, and Who Was Ben Franklin? by Dennis 

Brindell Fadin act as excellent reference books for students to understand practically every 

aspect of Franklin’s life. While these biographies are largely accurate in the information they do 

present, the issue with both is the information they omit. For example, they both make a point to 

mention that months before his death Franklin petitioned for abolition. What both books fail to 

mention is that as a young man, Franklin owned two slaves in addition to running ads for 

runaway slaves in his newspaper (Morgan) (Lerner). This would be less of an issue if the books 

did not portray Franklin as an abolitionist hero. While his attempt at petitioning for the abolition 

of slavery was unquestionably good, that does not mean his past failures to combat slavery 
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should be ignored. Both books also fail to mention Franklin’s womanizing ways. This may seem 

too much to ask of books aimed at children, but the issue is that they portray Franklin’s marriage 

as a strong relationship. Franklin certainly got along with his wife, but on his extended trips to 

far-flung locales such as London and Paris his ways with women were downright legendary 

(Morgan). If his relationship with Deborah was not portrayed in such a positive light, this 

omission would be less glaring, but it is incredibly strange considering he was more well-known 

for being a womanizer than being a good husband, at least in Paris (Morgan) (Lerner). Finally, 

the place in which every book, including adult biographies, seems to fall flat is in portraying the 

relationship between Benjamin and his son William. William was a Loyalist 

through-and-through with a father who was integral to the Patriot cause (Berkely) (Morgan). 

This was, unsurprisingly, the root of a great deal of tension between father and son. This is 

perhaps the most human part of Franklin’s life. It is unfortunate that it is rarely, if ever, given a 

mention, much less a spotlight. It seems crucial for children to see the cracks in the mythic armor 

of historical heroes, to see that even Benjamin Franklin, genius inventor and Patriot mastermind, 

had family struggles. In fact, Benjamin and William never truly reconciled (Berkeley). This 

beautifully tragic story of a father and son stuck on different sides of a brutal war is mentioned, 

but ultimately side-lined in both books. 

Many of the general biographies not covered in this essay were rarely if ever checked out. 

While this does not necessarily mean that they should be removed from the collection, it does 

point to a need for more Benjamin Franklin biographies that appeal to a younger audience. While 

none of the books analyzed in this essay, with the exception of Benjamin Franklin by Martha E. 

H. Rustad, seem to be of so little merit that they ought to be removed from the library collection, 

there is still room to further expand the collection with colorful, accurate, and comprehensible 
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reference books. The Story of Benjamin Franklin: A Biography Book for New Readers by 

Shannon Anderson and A Picture Book of Benjamin Franklin by David A. Adler are both 

well-received reference books that have come out within the past five years. Hopefully, with a 

robust collection of well-written books covering Franklin’s life, we can instill in young readers 

the importance of “Either writ[ing] something worth reading or do[ing] something worth 

writing” as Franklin himself was so fond of saying (Morgan). 
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