







Dear Reader:

The Childhood of Famous Americans series, seventy years old in 2002, chronicles the early years of famous American men and women in an accessible manner. Each book is faithful in spirit to the values and experiences that influenced the person’s development. History is fleshed out with fictionalized details, and conversations have been added to make the stories come alive to today’s reader, but every reasonable effort has been made to make the stories consistent with the events, ethics, and character of their subjects.

These books reaffirm the importance of our American heritage. We hope you learn to love the heroes and heroines who helped shape this great country. And by doing so, we hope you also develop a lasting love for the nation that gave them the opportunity to make their dreams come true. It will do the same for you.

Happy Reading!

The Editors
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Joey ran along with him.

She sat with President Roosevelt.

They all sat down to eat.

“Now get out of here!” one said.

He went to receive his diploma.

“May I serve you?” asked a waiter.

Suddenly his horse reared.

Big waves rolled across the deck.

“I like your poems, Mr. Lindsay.”

“Find the world in your own eyes.”

Numerous smaller illustrations
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Lions and Tigers


ONE MORNING in Topeka, Kansas, young Langston Hughes slowly opened his eyes. He stretched his arms and legs and looked around the room, but all he could see were little bands of sunlight around the edges of the window shade. He and his mother lived in a large tenement building in Topeka. Already he could tell from the emptiness of the apartment that his mother had left for her day’s work. She worked as a stenographer for a black attorney in Topeka.

With a bounce Langston rolled out of bed and pulled on his pants. From the sunlight outside, he felt sure it would be a good day. He ran over and put up a blind. In the foreground he noticed the big shadow of the tenement building. In the distance he could see the gleaming dome of the Kansas State Capitol Building.

His mother had left bread and milk on the table for his breakfast. As he chewed on a slice of bread, he thought of the household chores which she expected him to do. First, he would have to get a supply of kindling for the stove. He looked over at the black pot-bellied stove at one side of the room. This stove kept their room warm in the wintertime, but now it was used only for cooking.

He went over behind the stove and got out a gunny sack which he planned to fill with kindling. Then he went out the door, through the hall and down the stairway to the outside. “Good morning, Lang,” called Mr. Johnson from his plumbing shop on the first floor. Most people in the building called him “Lang.”

“Hi!” answered Langston, poking his head through the door of the shop. He liked the odors that came from the shop.

“Where are you going with that big bag?” asked Mr. Johnson. “Are you going out again to look for kindling?”

“Yes, I’m going down the alley to get kindling for our stove,” answered Langston, starting on with the bag.

Langston loved to go down the back alleys of Topeka. Somehow they seemed more interesting than the streets. On either side there were picket fences loaded with flowers in back of people’s houses. Also there were back walls of small business buildings, broken by back doors and windows. Outside the back doors there were piles of various kinds of trash which the businesses had discarded.

Langston went from trash pile to trash pile and picked up small pieces of wood and thick cardboard from discarded boxes. He put them carefully into the big bag and pushed them down tightly. Soon he had the bag filled.

Suddenly he noticed a huge crate at one of the back doors. He crawled into the crate and imagined it was somewhat like a cave. As he rested inside, he imagined how much fun it would be to live in a cave.

While he was resting in the crate, he noticed some ants scurrying through the sand in a low spot in the alley. The ants marched along steadily in a neat tiny row, one after another. They were headed for a small sand mound near one corner of the crate.

Langston crawled out of the crate and squatted down to watch the ants better. Soon he picked up a stick and shoved a little pile of dirt into their path. Then much to his astonishment, he noted that they merely walked around the pile of dirt and went on to their mound.

Young Langston wondered how the ants knew where they wanted to go. Of course, he knew where he wanted to go, but he was a boy who could think. He was puzzled because he doubted whether tiny ants could think.

Within a few minutes he picked up his bag of kindling and hurried back home. He waved at Mr. Johnson in the plumbing shop as he started to drag the bag of kindling up the steps. Once he reached the apartment he placed the bag neatly behind the stove.

Moments later he decided to call on Mr. Conrad, an architect who had an apartment nearby on the same floor. Mr. Conrad was sitting in a big chair by the window. He seemed to be very pleased to see Langston and called out to him, “Come here, Lang. I have a picture I would like to show you.”

When Langston reached his side, he pointed to a picture of a large red-brick building. “I drew the plans for this building and actually constructed the building nearly twenty years ago,” he continued. “Would you like to see what the plans for the building looked like?” Without waiting for Langston to answer, he reached under the table beside him and brought out a sheaf of blueprints.

“When you draw plans, do you always put up the buildings, too?” asked Langston.

“No, I usually just draw the plans and leave it to other persons to put up the buildings,” replied Mr. Conrad.

He spread out the blueprints on the tall drafting board where he did most of his work. Langston crawled up on the high stool in front of the drafting board so that he could see well. Then Mr. Conrad pointed to the fine spidery white lines on several of the blueprints and told Langston what they meant.

After Langston finished looking at the blueprints he went back to his apartment to eat the lunch which his mother had left for him. He got out a corn cake and placed it on a plate on the table. Then he got out a big jar and poured brown gooey molasses all over the cake. His mouth watered as he watched the thick molasses spread over the cake. Finally he picked up the cake in his hands and gobbled it down. As he ate it, he sipped on a glass of milk.

When he finished eating, his fingers were so sticky that they stuck together. He tried to pull them apart, but they went right back together again. Finally he poured some water in a wash-bowl and washed them carefully to get rid of the sticky coating. Then he shook off the water and started to wipe them quickly down the front of his shirt.

By now he was ready to call on another friend in the building. This time he ran down the hall to call on Mr. Jones, an artist who specialized in drawing and painting wild animals. Nearly every day he went to watch Mr. Jones daub brilliant colors on a canvas to make wild animals almost come to life.

Today as usual Mr. Jones smiled when he saw Langston slip into the room, but he didn’t stop working. Instead he proceeded to spread great globs of vivid paint on the canvas. Then with a swish of his brush in one final stroke, he turned to Langston and said, “Well, here it is. What do you think of it?”

Langston could scarcely believe his eyes. “That big lion makes me afraid,” he said. “He looks like he could jump right down on me.”

“Well, he had better not jump down on you,” laughed Mr. Jones. “Besides, it’s time for you to go home to meet your mother. She’ll be coming from the office almost any minute now.”

Langston could scarcely believe that the afternoon was nearly over. As he ran down the hall, he heard his mother’s footsteps coming up the stairs. “Hello, Mama,” he called. “I’m coming to meet you.”

After they reached the apartment, Langston’s mother carefully removed the neat dark dress which she was wearing and put it away in a closet. Then she put on a loose, more comfortable cotton dress. Minutes later she started to get supper for herself and Langston and soon they sat down to eat.

After supper she took Langston to a public library a few blocks away. Along the way he started to walk on the narrow curbing at the edge of the pavement. Carefully he put one foot ahead of the other to balance himself on the curbing. Faster and faster he went, trying to keep up with his mother. Finally he stumbled and slid off into the grimy dirt beside her. “Oh, come on, Langston,” she scolded as she reached down and pulled him to his feet.

Shamefully Langston looked down at his pants covered with dust. He brushed off the dust with his hands and thoughtlessly rubbed his hands on his face. His mother looked at him and took a deep breath when she discovered streaks of dirt on his face. She pulled a clean handkerchief from her dress pocket and rubbed his face to remove the dirt. Then she sighed as she looked at her dirty handkerchief.

When they entered the library, Langston’s mother led the way to a table in a dark, silent room filled with books. “Wait here at this table until I return,” she whispered.

Obediently Langston sat down quietly and started to wait. Curiously he looked around at the many shelves crammed with books. Suddenly a tall, pleasant librarian came walking up to the table. She smiled and laid an attractive book on the table before him. “Would you like to look at this book while you wait?” she asked.

Langston smiled shyly as he took the book and the librarian smiled back. He turned the pages slowly to look at pictures of a beautiful country. Before long his mother returned and explained that the book told about Mexico, the country where his father was living. He couldn’t remember his father, but he imagined that he was a big bronze cowboy on a ranch in Mexico.

That evening as Langston walked home from the library with his mother, she said, “Langston, on Monday you will start to school. I have made arrangements for you to attend the Harrison Street School.”

At this announcement, Langston felt a sudden rush of joy. He wondered what the school would be like. He wondered whether it would be like the library with stacks of books and whether the teachers in the school would be pleasant like the librarians.

In the fell of 1907 Langston started at the all-white Harrison Street School. His mother had obtained special permission for him to go there rather than attend the all-Negro school on the other side of town. She had even gone to the members of the school board in Topeka to get this special permission.

On Monday Langston’s mother took him to the Harrison Street School. At first he was frightened when he saw all the boys and girls, but not for long. The first-grade teacher smiled, took him by the hand, and led him to an empty desk. She patted him on the back and told him she was glad to have him in her class.
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