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Friday 9 October 
 
Story 
One rainy day in the city of Philadelphia, America, the rain grew heavier and heavier, and 
lightning threatened. As most people were finding cover, a politician called Benjamin 
Franklin decided it was the perfect time to go and fly a kite.  
 
He had a deep interest in 
the electrical nature of 
lightning, and a 
thunderstorm was the 
perfect place for him to try 
out some of his ideas. With 
his son, Franklin walked 
out into a field to 
demonstrate that 
electricity and lightning are 
the same thing. 
 
He had a simple kite made of a piece of silk cloth, with a hemp string and a silk string. He 
also had a house key, a Leyden jar and a sharp piece of wire. This piece of wire was attached 
to the top of his simple kite, like a lightning rod. The hemp rope was attached to the kite, 
and the silk rope attached to the hemp rope. Franklin held onto the silk rope, and stood in 
the doorway of a shed, where he and the silk rope were dry. The key was attached to the 

hemp rope. With the kite 
flying, they stood and 
waited. As they were 
beginning to give up, 
Franklin noticed the hemp 
rope strands were 
beginning to stand on end. 
Franklin moved his finger to 
the key, and he felt a spark 
leap from the key to his 
finger. So he collected this 
electricity charge in his 
Leyden jar.  

 
One myth is that Franklin’s kite was struck by lightning, but if this were true, he would have 
almost certainly have been electrocuted (been killed). People think his kite was picking up 
the ambient electrical charge from the storm – what was in the surrounding air. He was very 
lucky he wasn’t killed. Don’t try this! 
  
At this time, America was ruled by Britain and Benjamin Franklin wanted America to be free 
from this – to be an independent country. He was also wary of the British elite – those 
wealthy and privileged people who had time and money to pursue their own interests. He 
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wished for a more egalitarian way of life – he believed that people were equal and deserved 
equal rights and opportunities.  
 
Franklin felt that an understanding of electricity was a path to undoing ignorance and would 
help people to stop worshipping false idols and being superstitious. He thought, electricity is 
a phenomenon open to everyone – not just the elite. He wanted to show that people were 

not the slaves of ‘magic’.  
 
The people of a French village, Marly le 
Ville, adored Franklin and conducted an 
experiment devised by him. They used 
a 13-metre metal rod, resting it in an 
empty wine bottle. This long metal rod 
was supported by a wooden tripod. The 
idea was that the bottle would fill with 
electricity – travelling down the rod 
after being struck by lightning. Once 
lightning struck the pole, an assistant 
ran to the bottle. A loud crack leapt 
from the bottle to his finger and burnt 
his hand. Again, it was shown that 
lightning was the same as the electricity 
made by human beings. Now it seemed 
that nature and the wrath of God were 
brought under the control of human 
beings. Franklin showed it is a force of 
nature waiting to be tapped. 

 


