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Benjamin Franklin and the Tale of the Missed Eclipse 
 
Legend has it that one October day in 1732, Ben Franklin eagerly anticipated viewing 
the night’s lunar eclipse from his home in Philadelphia.  As night fell, however, a 
“Nor’easter” blew in and brought clouds scudding across the sky over the city.  By nine 
o’clock, the predicted time for the eclipse, the heavens had vanished behind the clouds.   
 
Disappointed, Franklin expected that others watching the eclipse in Boston also missed 
the sight. Yet, he learned that the storm began much later to the northeast, and 
Bostonians saw the eclipse after all.  Benjamin Franklin writes, “This puzzles me, 
because the storm began with us so soon as to prevent any observation; and being a 
northeast storm, I imagined it must have begun rather sooner in places farther to the 
north-eastward than it did in Philadelphia.” 
 
But it didn’t.  The storm began first, downwind, in Philadelphia.  How could this be? 
 
Franklin wasn't the first person to realize that storms do not move with the wind.  
Consider the rhyme “red at night, sailors delight, red in morning, sailors take warning.”  
This centuries-old bit of weather wisdom that Jesus quotes to the Pharisees reflects an 
understanding that storms move from particular directions not necessarily with the wind. 
 
I grew up on a farm in Kansas under a broad expanse of Great Plains sky.  Many hot 
summer days, when a southeast wind blew the grass into undulating waves, my Dad 
pointed to wispy clouds on the northwest horizon and said, “A storm is coming.”  So I 
watched those wisps, and sure enough, the clouds thickened and lowered from the 
northwest, approaching us against the hot, southeast wind. 
 
So what did Franklin do that was new?  Why do we credit him with a discovery made 
thousands of years earlier? 
 
Benjamin Franklin documented one of the first clues to the nature of storms and where 
they come from.  But more importantly, he tried to understand why.  Why do storms 
move against the wind? 
 
To answer that question, Franklin reasoned that hot air, like that over the Gulf of Mexico 
or in a fireplace, rises upward, causing cooler air to rush in to replace it.  In fact, 
Franklin’s stove, which heated American homes for more than two centuries, utilized a 
draft to let cool air rush in to fuel the fire and then rise up the chimney.   
 
This vertical movement of air could account for a northeasterly wind.  As warm air to the 
south rises, cold air from the north blows southward to replace it.  Franklin further 



reasoned that the storm would arrive from the south as the area of rising air worked its 
way northward up the coast. 
 
Wow!  Pretty close to right!  Franklin’s inferences, while not exactly right, were 
remarkably perceptive and moved us incrementally forward in our understanding of 
weather.  His work reached the level of science discovery not because he noticed 
something peculiar, but because he tried to understand its fundamental cause. 
 
This story also illustrates that the real discoveries in science are the things that are 
confusing, that don't fit our existing mental model of nature.  It is interesting that from 
the disappointment of missing the eclipse was born a more fundamental discovery 
about weather. 
 
Isaac Asimov, a science fiction writer from the golden age of science fiction, once said 
 

The most exciting phrase to hear in science, the one that heralds 
new discoveries, is not ‘Eureka!’ (I’ve found it!’) but “that’s funny …" 
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