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Francis Hopkinson was born in Philadelphia on October 2, 1737. He had a good primary education, so that he was enrolled in the first class in what came to be known as the Academy of Philadelphia, years later the University of Pennsylvania, graduating in 1757. On receiving his Master of Arts degree, he studied law under Pennsylvania Attorney General Benjamin Chew. After passing the bar in 1761, he practiced law, was secretary of the Provincial Council of the Pennsylvania Indian Commission that made a treaty with the Delaware and several of the Iroquois tribes.

By 1763, he was the Customs Collector to the Town of Salem New Jersey. Given this experience, he sailed for England in 1766, hoping to become the Commissioner of Customs for North America. Although hobnobbing with the future Prime Minister, Lord North and others, he was unsuccessful in his quest. However, He did become the Customs Collector of New Castle, Delaware before moving to Bordentown, New Jersey in 1774, and being appointed an assemblyman in the colony’s Royal Provincial Council, the last position he would hold under the Crown.
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In early 1776, he resigned his crown-appointed positions, was elected to Second Continental Congress on June 22nd, voted for the Declaration on July 4th, and later signed it.

Now, you might say that the above was a thin political resume for getting into Congress. Yes, but there was more to Hopkinson. He was a true colonial renaissance man, a politician, yes, but a man who had a love of the arts: an accomplished political satirist, a talented musician, composer, inventor, poet, perhaps, a junior Benjamin Franklin.
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His political satire, particularly with “A Pretty Story” in 1774, which not so gently mocked King George III, was widely read in the colonies, and was said to have had a positive effect on bringing many readers into the fold of the colonial rebels. During the war, in 1778, he wrote his famous poem,” The Battle of the Kegs,” a jeering ballad commemorating the British “victory” over the American mines in the Delaware River. Francis continued his writing throughout the Revolution, and thereafter.

He resigned from Congress in November 1776 to spend more time in his flourishing legal practice and to serve on the Navy Board in Philadelphia. He was a treasurer of the Continental Office in 1778, and then served as Judge of the Admiralty Court of Pennsylvania for most of the next ten years, while also serving as a New Jersey Assemblyman. In that latter capacity, he helped to see New Jersey be the third state to ratify the Constitution.
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His last appointment, made by President George Washington in 1789, was as United States District Court Judge for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania. He was the first Federal Judge appointed by Washington. He only held that position for a year and a half, dying at age 53 on May 9, 1791 as the result of a severe stroke.

Not as well known as other signers, he is also remembered for his creative accomplishments, such as the first secular song written by an American, “My Days Have Been So Wondrous Free,” as well as religious hymns, the first American opera,  “The Temple of Minerva,” which celebrated the our alliance with France. He also helped to design the seal for the State of New Jersey, that of the American Philosophical Society, as well as the seals of several early Federal entities, and created an early version of the United States flag. As an inventor, he designed a floating lamp, a spring block to assist sailboats, a better method of gassing ascension balloons, and the Bellarmonic, an instrument consisting of steel bells. Yes, he was a true renaissance man.
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