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    This labor of love is dedicated to the millions of ordinary people who come together to give from their hearts in big ways and small. You inspire the world.




    












    “'A'ohe hana nui ke alu like‘ia. No task is too great when done together by all."




    -Hawaiian Proverb
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    Chapter 1




    The little French boxcar stood in the middle of a hot, dusty train yard in Hawai'i, far apart from the other train cars and locomotives.
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    There were five big locomotives. Three were yellow, one was green, and one was the color of candied apples. There was also a very special parlor car because Queen Lili'uokalani, the last beloved monarch of the Kingdom of Hawai'i, had ridden in it.




    There were other boxcars as well, big American boxcars, painted in protective coats of brick red.




    People loved the beautiful train cars. They took pictures of them and gathered around as the storyteller placed a hand on a railcar or engine and told stories of days gone by.




    But everyone ignored the little boxcar. It had an amazing story, too, but no one seemed to care because the story had been forgotten.




    The little boxcar didn’t look like anything special. The sun, rain, termites, and years of neglect had done a lot of damage. Its paint was cracked and faded. Its metal was rusting. There were holes in the sides, and much of the roof and floor were gone.




    Sometimes people glanced at the boxcar. Then they’d walk away. No one knew that the boxcar had done amazing things most boxcars don’t do. No one knew that it had crossed two oceans to bring a wonderful gift to the people of Hawai'i.




    No one knew that, a long time ago, the little French boxcar had been a hero.
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    Chapter 2




    The little boxcar was built in France in the late 1800s. It didn’t have a name, just the letter J and five numbers painted on the door. It was an ordinary boxcar, but people relied on it. Workers loaded food, paper products, tools, and cloth into the boxcar. Then they put their hands on the door, grasped the handle, and pulled it shut. With a hiss of steam and shrill blasts from the locomotive's whistle, the little boxcar traveled across France, its wheels clickity-clacking against the rails as it delivered things people needed every day.




    France had been friends with America since the American Revolution. Then in 1914, a war broke out in Europe. At the time, it was called the Great War because so many countries fought in it. Today it is commonly referred to as World War I. Many of the battles were fought in France, so to help win the war, American soldiers went to France and fought alongside French soldiers.




    During the war, the boxcar’s job changed. Sometimes it carried soldiers into battle and to safety, speeding down the track to avoid being hit by explosives. Other times, it brought horses for the soldiers to use. The boxcar could carry either 40 Hommes or 8 Chevaux, meaning it could carry either 40 soldiers or 8 horses. By law, that had to be painted on the outside of the boxcars, so the American soldiers called those boxcars “forty-and-eights.”




    Riding in the boxcar was hot and crowded. The soldiers sat on hard, wooden benches, swaying back and forth as the boxcar rode on the rails. But they appreciated the boxcar. It saved them from walking many miles and getting sore feet or wearing out their boots. And when they heard the “rat-tat-tat” of guns in the distance, they were grateful they weren’t fighting in the trenches.




    One of those soldiers was John Rowe from Hawai'i. John was descended on his mother’s side from King Kamehameha the Great. He fought alongside his brothers-in-arms, the 39th Infantry Regiment, during the Aisne-Marne Operation, a major battle fought in France in July 1918. Although he had the blood of warriors and kings in him, he was killed in action in that battle and buried in the land of his ancestors at O'ahu Cemetery.




    The war ended on November 11,1918, and the boxcar carried the surviving soldiers to safety one last time.
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    As they climbed out of the boxcar, they put their hands on the wood and remembered those who would not be going home. Two years later, members of the veterans’ organization, The American Legion, formed a special group to help children. They called their group La Société des Quarante Hommes et Huit Chevaux (The Society of Forty Men and Eight Horses) in honor of what the 40 et 8 boxcars meant to them.




    The little boxcar made it through the Great War without getting damaged and went back to work delivering things people needed. But now some things were harder to get. Cities and villages had been destroyed, trenches and craters scarred the land, and chemical weapons had poisoned the earth. Millions of people had died. Unexploded ordnance (UXO) explosives that did not detonate in the war are still being found today.
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