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Karl J. Franklin—His story 

Kirk Franklin        Karol Franklin Hardin 

 
1933-1956: Childhood and early education 

 
Karl James Franklin was born in 1933 in his grandparents’ cabin at Patterson 
Grove Methodist campground, in rural Pennsylvania. Since it was during the 
Depression, the location offered affordable housing for many people. A few years 
later, his family moved to a farm in Bloomingdale, Pennsylvania where he spent 
the rest of his childhood and adolescence. The four Franklin children, Charles, 
Karl, Claire, and Jolene, were born within a five-year span and, since the family 
did not have a car or close neighbors, the children spent much of their time 
playing together. When Jolene was one and a half years old, she was tragically 
killed in an accident that deeply affected the whole family, especially his father, 
Harland. All of Karl’s primary schooling was in a one-room schoolhouse near the 
farm. His mother, Viola, was a teacher (although she never taught where Karl 
went to school). His father, a factory worker, was also a self-taught electrician, 
magician and musician with an interest in languages.  

Karl was an avid reader, even to the point of reading comic books, and he 
enjoyed going to see cowboy movies once a week. He also collected and traded 
Pep cereal pins, made model airplanes, and collected tin cans for the war effort. 
The children all played cards, checkers, and chess—his sister, Claire, says that he 
was so good at the latter that she refused to play with him. The kids enjoyed 
playing in the barn, jumping in the haymow, and climbing trees (sometimes to 
throw apples at siblings). Claire also recalls that even back then Karl liked to 
quote the nursery rhyme “Little Jack Horner” from his dad’s Chinese Pidgin 
Poetry Book. Little did he know that Tok Pisin, a pidgin language, would 
become a language that he spoke on a daily basis when he later lived in Papua 
New Guinea (PNG). His chores on the farm included caring for the chickens, 
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carrying buckets of water from the spring, bringing in coal, emptying ashes, and 
occasionally milking the cow. He also mowed the lawn with a push mower and 
“liked to make the lawn a little bigger each summer.” He and Charles also had a 
paper route delivering the weekly paper, Grit. Playing sports was one of his main 
interests while growing up, and he particularly enjoyed baseball. While 
attending Huntington Mills High School, he played baseball, soccer and 
basketball. He also played the trumpet and could draw very well, which he did 
with great care for detail.  

A turning point in his life occurred when a good friend returned from Korea—
a different person as a result of his time there. Karl had a quick temper until his 
late high school conversion to Christ. He was greatly influenced by Reverend 
Parker Gamwell, the pastor of Bloomingdale Church and by the Sunday School 
teacher, Carolyn Sutliff. Reverend Gamwell was very zealous in explaining John 
1:12 and what it meant to be a Christian. Finally, the meaning became clear to 
Karl. Even though his father thought that Karl would get over the experience, it 
was the major turning point of his life. Claire remembers that the difference in 
Karl’s life after his conversion to Christ had a great impression on her, making 
her want to change, too. His conversion changed his life in many ways, not the 
least of which was that he decided to attend a Christian college, and he 
ultimately chose The King's College because it had the most sports photos in its 
catalogue. 

Until his conversion, Karl had wanted to become an athletic coach. He was 
recognized as Athlete of the Year during his senior year at King’s, which, at that 
time, was located in Delaware. He says that he was completely naive when he 
left for college, but fortunately, he played baseball with some “good guys” who 
were very influential. As a student at King's (1950-1954), he also met Joice 
Barnett while they worked together in the school kitchen. Whereas he was 
known as being shy and quiet, Joice was outgoing and graduated as the 
valedictorian of their class. He majored in psychology, and by his self-
description was not an outstanding student, partly because he had to work many 
hours to support his education. Since he worked nights and was tired during 
classes, he repeatedly sat in the back seat of an early morning “Missions” class 
with his feet up, sleeping. Joice was also in the class, and one day the professor 
asked her, “Are you serious about Karl Franklin?” She replied that she was not 
(they were just dating at the time), to which the professor responded, “Good! 
The Lord has someone special for you!” Fortunately, Joice did not listen to that 
advice, but she and Karl still chuckle about the incident. 

Both Karl and Joice were interested in Bible translation. Karl never felt that 
he was an evangelist or preacher, and when he heard about the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics and Wycliffe Bible Translators, the organizations suited 
his capabilities and what he was instinctively attracted to. Previously, he hadn’t 
known that such options existed. After graduation, he moved to Los Angeles to 
study for a year at the Biola School of Missionary Medicine. Attending Biola was 
important because he could have been drafted into the Korean War at the time. 
He did not ask for a deferment from the draft, but the draft board gave him a 
ministerial exemption anyway. In California, a former college friend and a pilot 
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with JAARS (then known as Jungle Aviation and Radio Service) taught him to 
fly a two-seater Taylor aircraft, and he was able to solo twice. Meanwhile, he 
and Joice continued their relationship via correspondence. In later years when 
he burned his old love letters so they wouldn’t take up storage space, he jokingly 
claimed that they “self-ignited.” After his time in California, he moved to 
Pontiac, Michigan, Joice ‘s hometown, and worked at General Motors until they 
were married on May 26, 1956. 
 

1956–1964: The early years 
 
Karl and Joice celebrated their honeymoon en route to their first semester of 
training with the Summer Institute of Linguistics at the University of Oklahoma 
in Norman where, among other people, they were encouraged by Ray and Ruth 
Nicholson, who were second semester students already assigned to The Territory 
of New Guinea (now part of PNG). He and Joice were accepted as members of 
the Summer Institute of Linguistics (now SIL International) on August 14, 1956. 
Soon after their acceptance, they did their “Jungle Camp” training in southern 
Mexico. A quote from their February 1957 newsletter indicates a motivation for 
their training: “Every language is a temple in which the soul of the people who 
speak it is enshrined” (Smith 1947). During their training in Mexico, they were 
also asked to consider serving among the “unreached tribes of The Territory of 
New Guinea.”  

Karl and Joice completed their second semester of SIL training in the summer 
of 1957, again at the University of Oklahoma. On August 17, 1957 they were 
assigned to serve in The Territory of New Guinea, which at that time was 
believed to have 521 different languages. In February 1958 they left San 
Francisco aboard the SS Orcades for the twenty-day sea voyage to Sydney, 
Australia. After a brief stopover in Australia (where they learned of Joice’s 
father’s sudden death back in the United States), they arrived in Lae, New 
Guinea on March 27, 1958. 

In September 1958 they were invited to live and work among the 35,000 
Kewa-speaking people. They took up residence in the Southern Highlands village 
of Muli in the East dialect soon afterwards and began immersing themselves in 
learning the unwritten language. Then in April 1959, one day before Karl’s 
birthday, their son Kirk was born in Madang, New Guinea. In order to help pay 
for their stay at the rural hospital, Karl was given the task of installing 
doorknobs and doing other handiwork. 

In 1961 Karl accepted his first leadership role at twenty-eight years of age 
when he became chairman of the SIL Executive Committee in New Guinea. Later 
that year he became Acting Director and also participated in his first linguistic 
workshop with the visiting Prof. Kenneth L. Pike (University of Michigan). Karl 
took a paper to him to ask some questions, and consequently Prof. Pike 
encouraged him to get further linguistic training. When Pike asked him where 
he would like to attend, Karl suggested SUNY-Buffalo or Cornell University with 
the caveat that he didn’t think he would be accepted because of his mediocre 
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undergraduate grades. Prof. Pike, a friend of Prof. Charles Hockett, Chair of the 
Linguistics Department, was influential in Karl’s admission to Cornell’s graduate 
school. As a further encouragement, SIL gave him a scholarship, and he was also 
able to obtain a position as a teaching assistant for Prof. Hockett. 

Another turning point in Karl’s life was in 1962 when Joice almost died from 
a ruptured ectopic pregnancy. She was going into shock due to hemorrhaging, so 
Karl rode his motorbike to the nearest town to see the local doctor and obtain 
authorization for an emergency flight. The doctor would not give permission 
because he had not seen Joice, but Karl heard a plane at the nearby airport and 
frantically rode down the airstrip and under the DC-3 plane’s wing to get the 
pilot’s attention. It worked, and the pilot shouted out that he would get a plane 
to come. The event made Karl realize how fragile life can be, and despite it, how 
God can work through extraordinary circumstances. Karl had assurance that he 
was on the right track even when things were difficult. Having a second child, 
Karol, and being elected director for SIL New Guinea were other key points in 
Karl’s life.  
 

1964-1966: Graduate studies and early leadership roles 
 
Karl’s hard work and leadership qualities became evident early on. In 1963 he 
and Joice served on staff of the SIL Schools in Belgrave Heights, Australia and at 
the University of Oklahoma. The same year, he commenced his M.A. study 
program in linguistics at Cornell and received his degree in 1964 with the thesis 
Kewa Clause Markers (Franklin 1965). It was a busy year because, upon returning 
to New Guinea, he was elected as Associate Director, a two-year term. 
Meanwhile, a team from Australia took over the East Kewa language work. The 
Franklins' daughter, Karol, was born in Lae, New Guinea in October 1965, and 
six weeks later, they headed to New Zealand so that Karl could serve as principal 
of the inaugural SIL School. They also returned to teach at the school the 
following year. Harland Kerr, a colleague with whom Karl had taught and done 
linguistic surveys, had recommended Karl to be the school principal. 
 

1967-1976: The Kewa, a doctorate,  
and the directorate 

 
Once Karl’s term as Associate Director was complete in 1967, they decided to 
move to the West Kewa village of Usa to focus on the West Kewa dialect. Prof. 
Stephen Wurm (Australian National University (ANU)), a linguist who did 
survey work in PNG, told Karl that he could apply for scholarships to the ANU. 
As a result of this contact with Professor Wurm and help from the then SIL-New 
Guinea director, Jim Dean, Karl began a doctoral study program in linguistics at 
ANU where the Franklins spent an initial three months. They returned to 
Canberra in 1968 for another year, and Karl received his Ph.D. in 1969. A quote 
from their November 1969 newsletter highlights his motivation: “I do not 
consecrate myself to be a missionary or a preacher; I consecrate myself to God to 
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do his will where I am, be it in school, office or kitchen or wherever He may, in 
His wisdom, send me” (Nee 1957). His family recalls that even after he obtained 
a Ph.D., he avoided using the title “Doctor” and preferred just to be called 
“Karl.” He encouraged as many people as he could to enter doctoral programs, 
just as Pike had encouraged him, and he also suggested that some people attend 
the University of Papua New Guinea. At times, though, he was criticized for 
over-emphasizing academics. 

Once again he was asked to be principal of another SIL school, this time at 
the University of Queensland in Brisbane, Australia from December 1971 to 
February 1972. In 1971 he also took part in a significant linguistic survey of the 
Gulf Province of New Guinea (Franklin 1973a). The culmination of the 
Franklins’ and the Kewa people’s efforts was the completion of the West Kewa 
New Testament in 1973 (Franklin 1973b), SIL-New Guinea’s first completed 
New Testament. Despite numerous commitments and interruptions, the first 
copies came off the printing press at the SIL print shop at Ukarumpa, New 
Guinea on March 29, exactly 15 years after the Franklins first arrived in the 
country. The dedication was held at the Kewa villages of Kagua and Wabi in 
June 1973. 

Karl was again elected to a four-year term as the SIL-New Guinea director in 
1972. In a newsletter at that time, he reflected on his role: “What is an 
administrator? I believe that an administrator must provide the kind of 
leadership climate that will allow and encourage the best kind of work and 
example. The best kind is laid out clearly for us in the Scriptures. It is work 
which is highly motivated to fulfill the commission of our Lord, and it includes 
translation, literacy, being an ambassador, and even an administrator.”  

It is significant that Papua New Guinea (PNG) became an independent nation 
in September, 1975 during Karl’s tenure as director. Through his many 
experiences in leadership, he learned that it is possible to do research and also 
be an administrator; they are not mutually exclusive. Beginning with his time at 
Cornell, he understood the importance of publishing articles. Linguists such as 
Prof. Kenneth Pike, Dr. Robert Longacre, Prof. Joseph Grimes, and Dr. William 
Merrifield (a fellow student at Cornell) had encouraged him academically. Karl 
saw that through administration he could do more in influencing and fostering 
an academic mindset, and that he could encourage more people.  

Karl’s vision was to see Papua New Guineans in leadership and highly 
involved in Bible translation. Hence, he and other leaders decided to begin what 
was later known as The Easter Camp at Ukarumpa. The camp was a result of 
tertiary school camps that had been held in PNG for years, and through Easter 
Camp, he met numerous Papua New Guineans who later became influential 
leaders. He consequently appointed nationals to an SIL Advisory Council, a 
group created to give advice to SIL leadership about how to involve Papua New 
Guineans in Bible translation work. 

His experience with other cultures has made him a different person from what 
he was when he first arrived in PNG. Upon his arrival, the SIL Pacific area 
director, Dr. Richard Pittman, warned the new orientees that they needed 
caution and understanding, because they would be working with people from 
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other countries. Karl says that after years of working with many nationalities, he 
is now much less American in his thinking and much less prone to excessive 
displays of patriotism. He learned that Americans did not always do things the 
best way. In fact, some of his best friends through the years have either not been 
American or have been Americans who were a bit radical or unusual. Most of 
all, Karl learned the importance of inter-cultural friendship; he was fortunate to 
have close Papua New Guinean and other non-American friends. He also saw a 
need to worship with Papua New Guineans at the nearby Aiyura National High 
School, where he served on the Governing Board. This was where he and Joice 
met and became friends with members of the Southern Highlands Club, which 
was comprised of members from the region where they had previously lived 
among the Kewa people. 
 

1976-1979: Settling in the Dallas area 
 
After a six and a half year term in PNG, Karl and Joice finally returned to the 
U.S. so that they could be closer to Kirk, who was beginning college, and so that 
Karl could teach at the Texas SIL School located at the International Linguistics 
Center in Dallas. Karl was subsequently appointed as SIL’s International 
Linguistics Coordinator. Besides teaching at the Texas SIL School, he became an 
adjunct professor at the nearby University of Texas at Arlington. They also 
served on staff at the SIL School at the University of Oklahoma (Norman), and in 
1978 at the British SIL School (Horsley’s Green, England). At each SIL School, 
Karl’s dry sense of humor became evident in classes and social events via slide 
shows, skits, and practical jokes (often with Joice’s active participation). Also in 
1978, The King’s College (which had since moved from Delaware to New York) 
honored him as Alumnus of the Year. 
 

1980-1991: Return to PNG and to the Kewa 
 
In late 1979 he and Joice returned to PNG, and soon afterwards he and Robert 
Litteral developed a new training course for national Bible translators that 
continues to this day. He also organized a linguistic survey in the province of 
Manus. Then in 1980 he began mentoring the newly appointed Director of the 
PNG Bible Translation Association (BTA), David Gela. BTA was also new, the 
outgrowth of the original Advisory Committee that Karl had been instrumental 
in starting.  

Once again, Karl was elected as SIL Director in PNG. He says that he always 
left his name on a ballot; that is, he never refused the office, but he never 
actually expected to be elected either. He was always ambivalent about 
administration and never felt that he was born to be an administrator. When 
asked how he handled conflict, he replied that he does not remember much 
about personal conflicts, and that he avoided holding grudges against anyone for 
disagreeing with him. Joice says that he “stuck to his guns” if he really believed 
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he was right. He also was able to leave problems at the office when he returned 
home after work.  

In 1980, he and Joice taught at the Australian SIL School (at the University of 
New South Wales) in Sydney. Although he was unusually productive 
professionally, he still found time for his family and friends, as exemplified 
when he and Joice returned to Dallas in 1983, in part to be near Karol who was 
beginning college in Texas. He returned to teaching at the Texas SIL School, and 
in 1984 was appointed International Coordinator for Anthropology and 
Intercultural Community work for SIL. He also served on numerous M.A. and 
Ph.D. committees; many former students have expressed their appreciation for 
his wise counsel, advice, and encouragement toward academic excellence. 

In 1986 Karl and Joice returned to PNG yet again where he was appointed as 
the Director’s Assistant for Technical Studies. After two years, he and Joice spent 
periods of time with the West Kewa people to encourage them to revise the 
Kewa New Testament; however, they discontinued this work two years later due 
to lack of interest by the Kewa church leaders. 
 

1991-2001: Roles in Australia and Texas 
 
Karl’s colleagues have commented on his ability to lead and build a team 
regardless of his role. He learned to plan, and had a vision for how things could 
be done differently. For example, he envisioned the formation of BTA, the 
concept of “support teams” to partner with teams doing Bible translation, and 
the BIZ information sheet for SIL-PNG, among other innovations. He realized the 
importance of soliciting the opinion of nationals and gained ideas from other 
regions where SIL worked, such as Peru, Mexico, Vietnam, and the Philippines. 
He also recognized that much could be learned from other mission groups. 

In 1991, he and Joice moved to Australia so he could serve as principal of the 
South Pacific SIL School for three years. After they moved back to Dallas in 
1994, he was appointed as SIL’s International Training Coordinator and also 
resumed teaching at the University of Texas, Arlington, this time teaching a 
course on Papuan languages.  

In 1995, he was appointed as SIL’s Vice President for Academic Affairs and 
was elected to the Board of Wycliffe USA. In 1999, he played a significant role in 
establishing the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics (GIAL) and became its 
first Chairman of the Board. He is credited with naming the fledgling school. 
During this time, he also joined the Board of the European Training Programme, 
which overseas SIL training for Europe.  
 

2002-2005: Storytelling and a return to PNG 
 
In 2002, Karl began working on a Bible storytelling strategy for small Pacific 
languages because he was convinced that such people groups needed an oral 
approach. He also assumed the role of editor of SIL’s technical publication Word 
and Deed. He and Joice returned to PNG in 2002 because West Kewa church 
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leaders asked them for help in revising the New Testament that was out of print. 
It was published and dedicated in 2004 with an estimated 2,000 Kewas in 
attendance. While in PNG, he taught two Bible storytelling courses in the Sepik 
River region. They returned to Dallas and through email continued helping some 
East Kewa Christians produce the East Kewa New Testament using the Adapt It! 
software. Karl and Kirk traveled to PNG for the dedication of the East Kewa New 
Testament in July, 2005. Notably, while in PNG, he was honored with a medal 
in recognition of his services to BTA at their 25th anniversary in Port Moresby, a 
culmination of his passion for the Kewa people and for Papua New Guineans. 
 

2005 – Present: Continued focus 
 
At the end of 2007, Karl completed his role as editor of SIL’s Word and Deed, and 
he now is working on the storytelling approach to scriptures. He continues 
teaching at GIAL, mentoring SIL members interested in the storytelling 
approach, and serving on graduate committees. He actively corresponds with 
Kewa people and, through email, is involved in translation work on the West 
Kewa Old Testament currently being done by a local translation committee. And 
in his spare time, he likes to paint, read a wide range of books, write academic 
papers, and visit or correspond with his children and grandchildren. He also 
diligently exercises and may even be found once a week “at a course,” as Joice 
likes to explain to those searching for him when he is playing a weekly golf 
game. 

So what are some descriptions that epitomize Karl? He enjoys idealistic satire; 
that is, he has a streak of idealism, but he is “realistic enough to calm it down.” 
He thinks of life as a charted path and is confident that it is going towards God, 
even when he journeys off into swamps and other places (like in Pilgrim's 
Progress). He does not like “God Talk,” and is somewhat skeptical of super-
spiritual people. He enjoys the book of Proverbs, and ideas that have to be 
mulled over, which is why he likes Kewa Hidden Talk—a Kewa linguistic 
strategy whereby one’s literal speech carries implied, rather than literal, 
meaning (Franklin 1975). He believes that any organization needs to continually 
cull and scale back; he dislikes bureaucracy. And finally, he applauds 
entrepreneurship and originality; he appreciates quiet mavericks and does not 
dismiss their creativity. 
 

A personal note 
 
A number of his characteristics stand out—such as his relationship with our 
mother and his recognition of her significant contribution to their work. Even 
though at times he can be a man of few words, it isn’t that he does not have 
much to say. Instead, he chooses his words and is known for thinking before 
speaking. He has a close relationship with us as his children—as a mentor, role 
model and friend, not just as a parent, and is very involved with our spouses and 
children in the United States and Australia. 
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His desire is to be fit in body, mind and spirit; this is evident in his love of 
sport and commitment to regular exercise, his love of books and learning, and 
his faithful practice of reading the Bible and praying both alone and with family. 
Over the years he has participated in soccer, baseball, basketball, softball, 
volleyball, jogging, tennis, and golf; moreover, he is known for an ability to 
compete in good humor. A prolific writer, his favorite genre is that of humorous 
essays about his experiences and observations on life. His musings are often 
about simple experiences with an odd twist or unusual perspective. Over the 
years he has demonstrated his ability to write materials that run the gambit from 
scholarly research to humorous glimpses of real life. In fact, he has written a 
book with over 100 humorous essays of personal experiences and a storybook 
for his grandchildren. 

Friendships with peers from both within and outside SIL have earned him 
deep respect from many people around the world. His colleagues and peers have 
noted that he is consistent, hardworking, diligent, humble, a wise counselor, 
concise, productive (with high quality work), forward thinking, and a strong 
leader. His passion for linguistics, for the Kewa people and Papua New 
Guineans, for his family and friends, and his unquestionable integrity make us 
very proud to call him our father. He continues to serve humbly, both God and 
others, just as he has done for many years.  
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