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Colonial Unrest and American Independence

Despite Franklin’s considerable success administering the continental postage
system, his work in Britain became increasingly overshadowed by unrest in the colonies
over British government policies like the 1765 Stamp Act, which substantially increased
taxes. Franklin wrote repeated editorials in British newspapers opposing the Stamp Act,
and over the following decade, his writing became increasingly critical of British
government policies, which he saw as infringing on the liberty of the American people. He
eventually began taking other steps to encourage opposition to British government
policies. One of these actions would ultimately end his service to the Royal Mail.

Late in 1772, Franklin received an anonymous package at his London residence
containing a series of letters between Massachusetts governor Thomas Hutchinson and a
British government official. In the letters, Hutchinson called for an increased British
military presence in Massachusetts and the curtailment of democratic government.
Alarmed by the content of the letters, Franklin sent them to revolutionary politician
Samuel Adams in Boston, asking that they be shared privately but not published.
However, Adams disregarded Franklin’s instructions and passed the Letters to the Boston
Gazette, which published them in 1773. During the controversy that followed the
publication, Franklin admitted
that he had provided the
letters. His connection to a
breach of security in the mail,
along with his increasingly
evident sympathy for the
colonies, was too much for
the British government to
accept. InJanuary 1774, he
was called before the British
Privy Council and harangued
for an hour for his disloyalty,
and the next day he was
dismissed from the position of
copostmaster general.

Franklin’s dismissal from the Royal Mail occurred as people in the American colonies
were becoming increasingly distrustful of the postal service. British-appointed
postmasters often opened people’s mail, and they also refused to distribute newspapers
that took a pro-independence editorial stance. To provide an alternative, William
Goddard, a publisher and former postmaster, began organizing an independent postal
system in March 1774.
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He recruited postmasters in various cities and
arranged delivery routes between them. By the
middle of 1775, his new system, which was called the
Constitutional Post, was delivering mail independently
of the British government to thirty post offices from
Cambridge, Massachusetts to Williamsburg, Virginia.

As Goddard built up his new postal service,
Benjamin Franklin was preparing to leave London. In
March 1775, he returned to America and was almost
immediately appointed as a representative for the
colony of Pennsylvania to the Second Continental
Congress, which brought delegates from all thirteen
colonies to Philadelphia in May 1775. One of the :
congress’s first acts was to establish a committee William Goddard
consisting of Franklin and five other men to decide how to build on Goddard’s success and
continue postal deliveries in the colonies. On July 25, the committee returned its report,
and on July 26, 1775, Benjamin Franklin was appointed the first postmaster general of an
independent, American postal service. Franklin appointed his son-in-law, Richard Bache,
as his secretary and deputy postmaster and offered a disappointed Goddard the position
of surveyor general. In this role, Goddard would eventually be tasked with establishing
more post offices in the southern colonies.

The new postal service organized sixty-nine post offices between what is now
Portland, Maine, in the north and Savannah, Georgia, in the south. Deliveries that had
already been ongoing under Goddard’s Constitutional Post continued to be made under
the new system, allowing for secure and swift mail circulation throughout the colonies. In
the meantime, the British postal system in America was breaking down, and on December
25, 1775, the Royal Mail’s head post office in New York announced that mail would cease
to be delivered within the colonies. There was now only one postal system making
deliveries on the continent, and it was independent of Britain.

On October 26, 1776, Franklin resigned his position as postmaster general and set
sail for France to become the United States of America’s ambassador there. He remained
in France until 1785, by which time he was nearly eighty years old, and never returned to
the postal service. One of the most talented Americans who ever lived, Franklin could
count numerous diplomatic triumphs, scientific discoveries, and literary achievements
among his life’s accomplishments; nonetheless, one of his greatest legacies is the result of
his work with the postal systems that served the American colonies prior to and during the
American Revolutionary War. Franklin’s efforts were instrumental in creating a reliable
and rapid mail delivery system that went on to play a significant role in the founding of the
United States and continues to faithfully serve the nation to this day.




