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Chapter one

Introduction





Long before machines could do heavy work, people relied on their hands, their strength, and their skill. Building railroads, digging tunnels, and shaping the land took long days and hard labor. The work was dangerous, exhausting, and often unseen, but it mattered. 



Stories grew out of that work.



One of the most famous is the story of John Henry, a steel driver said to have worked on America’s railroads in the nineteenth century. According to the legend, John Henry was known for his strength, his steady rhythm, and his determination. When a powerful new machine arrived to take over the work, John Henry challenged it—not out of pride, but to prove that human skill still had value.



Like all folk tales, the story of John Henry has been told in many different ways. Some versions say he was a real man. Others say he represents many workers whose stories were never written down. Details change from telling to telling, but the heart of the story remains the same.



This book shares one version of the legend. It is meant to be read as a story passed down over time—a reminder of the people behind the progress, and of the pride that comes from doing difficult work well.



Turn the page, and the story begins.








