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Dear Mrs. Cad: A Revolutionary War Letter
of Rebecca Franks
Mark A. Stern
Life was splendid for Rebecca Franks during the winter and into the spring
of 1777–1778. Washington’s rebels were immobilized at Valley Forge, improperly
clothed and short of adequate food supplies. Winter set in, and British General
Sir William Howe was content to enjoy the comforts of Philadelphia, which his
army occupied. Some of the ﬁnest mansions in the city had been commandeered
for Howe and his oﬃcers. They embarked upon an almost endless series of parties, galas, assemblies, and other social delights with the many young, pretty,
charming, and aﬄuent ladies of the city.1
Miss Franks was certainly one of these. Renowned for her beauty, wit,
and conversational acumen, she enjoyed close friendships with a coterie of the
richest and prettiest girls in town: Betsy, Sarah, Mary, and Peggy Shippen; the
Chew sisters, Mary, Elizabeth, and Peggy (who were of appropriate age among
their family’s eleven girls); Williamina Bond; Nancy Redman; Mary White;
and others.2
Upon settling in Philadelphia, Howe made a point to visit David Franks at
his Woodford estate to establish a working relationship with the agent in charge
of victuallizing the British Army in Pennsylvania and on the frontier. Franks
was Rebecca’s father. The general was accompanied by his aides and top staﬀ,
including the dashing Major John André, who encountered Miss Franks and
her friends. The encounter was pleasurable: All those handsome young men in
their impressive oﬃcer uniforms and the beautiful young women responded
instinctively. A pattern of daily visits ensued; even Howe took part. André drew
sketches of the ladies and composed poetry. We have no evidence of how Mr.
and Mrs. Franks liked the situation, but there was nothing wrong with ﬁnding
a way to please your best customer.
David Franks had supplied the British troops as a cocontractor with his
father, the late Jacob Franks of New York, who, in turn, fulﬁlled contractual
requirements passed on from the ﬁrm of Arnold Nesbitt, Sir James Colebrook,
Adam Drummond, Sir Samuel Fludyer, and Moses Franks of London.3 Moses
Franks was also Jacob’s son and David’s brother. The business arrangement had
been in force since the conclusion of the French and Indian War.4
David Franks’s parents, Jacob and Bilhah Abigail Levy Franks,5 were Jews
whose families had migrated from Germany to England. Leaving brothers
behind in London, Jacob came to America and settled in New York in 1708 or
1709. He prospered, met and married Abigail, and raised a family of three sons
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and four daughters who lived to adulthood. Three other siblings died as young
children. Jacob was a pious Jew and joined with others to build Kahal Kadosh
Shearith Israel, the ﬁrst Jewish congregation in New York, in 1728. Until his
death in 1769, he was a pillar of the synagogue, serving as parnas seven times
and in other leadership roles continually.
Jacob and Abigail sent their two oldest sons, Naphtali and Moses, back
to England to learn the merchandising business and to establish themselves.
Both succeeded handsomely and married ﬁrst cousins, retaining solid Jewish
bonds within the family. After a brief attempt to form a partnership with his
brother Moses, David moved to Philadelphia and, in 1742, commenced his
business life as a merchant by joining in partnership with his mother’s brother,
uncle Nathan Levy.
The year before, tragedy had struck the Franks family when David’s older
sister, Phila, eloped with the Anglican Oliver DeLancey, Jr., whose family was
powerful both politically and socially in New York. Jacob and Abigail were
devastated.6 Both rationalized the episode because DeLancey was from a solid
background and was, in fact, a partner with John Watts in the victuallizing
ﬁrm that served New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Massachusetts under
contract with Jacob Franks. Despite these positive elements, they did not see or
speak with Phila for a year. Later, both contemplated separate meetings with
her, but normal relations were never achieved.
Compounding this agony, in 1743, David married Margaret Evans,
daughter of Peter Evans, who was a high-level oﬃcial in the Philadelphia city
government and a leading parishioner at Christ Church, the city’s Anglican
church. David’s parents were further upset as all of David’s children were raised
as Protestants; except for Rebecca, all were baptized at Christ Church.7 But a
strange phenomenon emerged: Despite her upbringing and despite her mother’s
devoted church attendance and connection to Christ Church, Rebecca became
known as the “Jewish belle” of Philadelphia — a consequence of her father’s
faith and its indelible stamp.
Over the years since then, there are numerous references to Rebecca as a
Jewess. In 1893, Anne Hollingsworth Wharton referred to her as “the beautiful Jewess”8 The following year, the Jewish scholar Max J. Kohler authored a
twenty-seven-page monograph devoted to her that states, “We ﬁnd Rebecca
constantly referred to in contemporary and later papers as a Jewess.”9 That same
year, Henry S. Morais devoted several pages to Rebecca in a book titled The
Jews of Philadelphia.10 Nearly a century later, a collection of essays on Jewish
life in Philadelphia explains that her father was one of the original subscribers
to the Philadelphia Dancing Assembly and that “Rebecca Franks was one of
the most popular belles of Revolutionary society in the city.”11 One of the most
comprehensive histories of Philadelphia discusses “Miss Rebecca Franks, the
Jewish belle of the city.”12 In 1997, we read “On the other hand, David Franks,
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Philadelphia’s leading Jewish merchant, was a die-hard loyalist whose daughter
Rebecca was the belle of the Philadelphia social scene.”13 After forty-one years
of marriage to an Anglican baronet, her death was recorded under “Jewish
Obituary Notices” in the Gentlemen’s Magazine of Great Britain.14
In 1780, David Franks was expelled from Pennsylvania despite a series
of trials in which he was consistently found innocent of treason.15 He and
Rebecca were ordered to go beyond the battle lines and not return to the state
until after the war was over. They moved to New York City. Two years later,
Rebecca married Colonel Henry Johnson of the British Army, who had been
captured and kept from battle during the ﬁnal stages of the war. Soon after
their wedding, with the war ended, Johnson was sent back to England and
the couple settled in Bath. Not long after, he was promoted to major general
and assigned as governor of Ross Castle in New Ross (near Wexford), Ireland.
Rebecca accompanied him there, and it was during their stay that she wrote
the letter shown here.
Rebecca’s friend (and her mother’s ﬁrst cousin) Willie Bond had married
one of Washington’s most admired oﬃcers, Gen. John Cadwalader. The women
corresponded, although only one sample of their letters has surfaced. That letter,
from Rebecca to Willie, expresses many of the frustrations Rebecca endured
from her withdrawal from Philadelphia and its frothy days of 1777–1778.
The letter provides an unusually perceptive and historically interesting view
of relationships between a number of fairly well-known, aﬄuent English and
American subjects at the conclusion of the War for Independence.
The letter sends many messages to the contemporary reader. First, Rebecca
Franks had no diﬃculty taking sides on any issue and would have been an
interesting young woman in the twenty-ﬁrst century. She yearned for social
recognition, fed upon it, and invited her correspondents to reinforce her opinions
and biases. She was very partial to her good friends and often contemptuous of
those she either disliked or envied.
Years later, Rebecca was reported to have regretted her Tory leanings,
expressing the thought that she should have been a patriot.16 More likely,
Rebecca really lamented her separation from 1778 Philadelphia and the joys
and excitements of those days ﬁlled with endless parties, dances, and gatherings
with her closest friends. Life as the wife of a general and baronet never quite
achieved the same level of intensity she had enjoyed at Woodford.
One other strong message delivered in the letter shows that the lines
between Whig and Tory and loyalist and revolutionary were blurred signiﬁcantly. Close friends and relatives functioned on both sides without intruding
greatly upon their personal relationships. Rebecca had been exposed broadly
to Tory/loyalist individuals and groups all of her life, yet she maintained
comfortable and aﬀectionate relationships with many pro-revolutionaries and
had close friends whose husbands were continental congressmen or oﬃcers in
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Washington’s army. Benedict Arnold was one of Washington’s top generals
when Peggy Shippen married him, which made not the slightest diﬀerence
to Rebecca and Peggy’s friendship. Nancy Paca’s husband was a Maryland
congressman, and Peggy Chew’s husband was governor of Maryland. Rebecca
enjoyed endearing friendships with both. William Tilghman ended his career
as chief justice of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court after many years in public
service but remained Rebecca’s “old ﬂirt” Billy. Willie Bond’s brother exiled
himself to England throughout the war to shield his Tory feelings, while her
husband was one of Washington’s most trusted generals. Cadwalader fought
a duel taking Washington’s side in a suspected plot to overthrow him as
commander-in-chief.17
All of Rebecca’s cousins and other relatives tilted toward the British side, and
she married a British colonel. At the same time, her father obtained authority
from the Continental Congress to victuallize British prisoners in a half-dozen
jails throughout the northeastern colonies.18 Clearly, social standing and personal
aﬀection superseded political leanings before, during, and after the war. True,
many loyalists were punished severely after hostilities ended, but not by their
friends or relatives.

Reproduction and annotation of the letter follows.*
February 19, 1784

Killernah19

Dear Mrs. Cad 20
The night before last I had the satisfaction of hearing from you, a pleasure
I wish much more frequently I could enjoy. But the vile sea — how much
happiness does it deprive us of — but most willingly wou’d I encounter its
dangers to visit Phila[delphia] again — but alas — I fear I never can hope for
that ALL your eloquence will not prevail while he can he will stay, either in
Ireland (where we are now) or England, and his wife must obey.21
I couldn’t help smiling at that part of yr letter that so gravely reprobates
grandeur & dissipation — you are indeed consum’d Old Lady — now if I
who have it not in my power to enjoy such things — was to rail against them
the world might excuse me — but in you who have all the rich gifts of fortune
‘tis laughable really22 — Becky23 tells me you are again in for the plate [that
is, pregnant], poor Toad. Why don’t you follow your Mother’s wise example
— she always contrived matters so as only to be that way once in 7 years.
Billy Hamilton24 once made a speech at Dr. Smith’s the day you din’d there
as a Bride which you have fully versiﬁed — do you recollect it — I dare not
trust it on paper — I can tell you very little of yr American acquaintances
in London as I left the place last August & indeed when there I knew very
little of them except Mrs. Arnold 25 who always behav’d more like an aﬀect-te
sister than a common friend, she still continues the same. I hear every week or
fortnight from her, she expects to be conﬁn’d the beginning of next Month,26
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she’s a true Francs in that particular — she was & is still more noticed and
more liked than any American that ever came over. She is visited by people
of the ﬁrst rank & invited to all their houses27 — As for Mrs. R Penn28 she is
and ever will be the Master29 — No alteration except if possible she is larger
& hoarser than ever – her sister30 is thought pretty — but I do not hear of her
having any particular admirers — I saw very little of them while in London
— Mrs. P was too violent an American to have any intimacy with a British
oﬃcer’s wife – she is lately lain of a son — Mrs. Bingham31 arriv’d but a little
while before I left London & while I was conﬁn’d32 so did not see either her
or Mrs. Hare.33
The former spent part of the Summer at Brighthelmstone where she was
much admired in London She is not known & I hear has had but six ladys
to visit her since her arrival.34 At ﬁrst she talk’d of going to court and living
away at a great rate but that Idea is now quite thrown aside & she ﬁnds an
American in London & an American in their own country quite diﬀerent
beings. Mrs. Arnold is the only one who has been the least Notic’d — I can
tell you nothing of yr British acquaintances — I’ve seen more since I came to
Ireland — Col. [undecipherable]35 is still in Canada – so is Colin Campbell36
& married to a very beautiful woman — a Daughter of Guy Johns[t]on’s 37
— Remember me to General and Mrs. Dickinson38 — Col and Mrs Cad39
— & all the rest of yr acquaintances — I blow your Spouse a kiss and mine
blows you one at the same time – I’ve not heard from [illegible] — as I
write to Becky I say nothing to her of that branch of your famille — When
you receive this may you be happily ﬁx’d in D—r Phila. Which in spite of
Everything I shall always prefer to every other place – Advise & tell me soon
that you have given General C another son40 — kiss those you have already
for your Sincerely Aﬀecte
B Johnson
If you see B. Tilghman41 tell him his old Flirt sends her love to him —
*Reprinted with permission from the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Cadwalader Collection
(#1454), Series 3X, Box 71, Williamina Bond Correspondence, Letter B. Johnson to Williamina
B. Cadwalader, February 19, 1784.
The Huntington Library, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, the Beverly Hills Public
Library, the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, and the Frances
Henry Library at Hebrew Union College in Los Angeles all provided essential archival materials
for this work. Additionally, Professor William Pencak of the Pennsylvania State University gave
valuable guidance and inspiration, which are much appreciated.

After thirty-eight years as an engineer in the aerospace business and sixteen years
restoring concert grand pianos, Mark Abbott Stern found his true passion in the history
of Colonial Jewish America. At long distance, William Pencak has mentored
his research within the Franks family, and a biography of Rebecca’s father, David,
nears completion.
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39
Col. Lambert Cadwalader (1743–1823) and Mary McCall Cadwalader (1760–?). Colonel
Cadwalader, though just a year younger, was a nephew of Gen. John Cadwalader, and Mary
McCall was from one of the most prominent families in the community.
Keith, Provincial Councillors, pp. 374, 387–389.
40
Willie Bond did in fact give the general another son, John, born May 1, 1784. Unfortunately,
the baby lived only fourteen months and died on July 10, 1785.
Keith, Provincial Councillors, p. 377.
41
“B. Tilghman” is William Tilghman (1756–1827), who was born in Maryland. The family
moved to Philadelphia when he was six years old, and he grew up in the Philadelphia/Germantown
milieu. He attended the College of Philadelphia (now the University of Pennsylvania) and studied
law under Benjamin Chew. Chew had eleven daughters (one passed away in infancy), several of
whom were close friends of Rebecca Franks. Margaret Oswald Chew (known as Peggy Chew,
one of the ladies of the Mischianza and a favorite of Major André) was one of these and was
among Rebecca’s best friends. Tilghman spent a lot of time with the Chew girls, and Rebecca
and they were very close friends.
Keith, Provincial Councillors, pp. 409–412.
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