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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 hook 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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Neil saw the big Ford Tri-Motor on the runway.

Neil dreamed he was floating.

Grandmother stepped out on the front porch.

Neil carefully put the markings on the plane.

The boys rode their hikes over the dusty road.

They sat around the campfire.

Neil saw the scarlet male cardinal in the tree.

Kotcho and Bud got a first prize of “Superior.”

Neil started taking flying lessons.

“I got the scholarship, Mom!”

They saw the Agena gleaming in the sunshine.

The astronauts spent long hours training.

“I’m at the foot of the ladder.”

The command module floated down into the Pacific Ocean.

Numerous smaller illustrations
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Dedicated to my grandchildren
Mackenzie, Sara, Lauren, Griffin, and Graham.
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The Tin Goose


NEIL ARMSTRONG WAS six years old when he had his first airplane ride in the Ford Tri-Motor plane, but he had been interested in planes and flying long before that!

When Neil was only two years old his father had taken him to the National Air Show to watch the airplane races at the Cleveland airport. He loved planes from that moment on.

Neil’s father, Stephen Armstrong, worked for the state of Ohio, visiting towns to look at their financial records. He had many friends who also did this same kind of work. When they were finished in one town, they all moved on to another to begin again.

Neil’s family lived in Cleveland when Neil was very young. While they were there, his father would often take him to the airport to watch the planes taking off and landing. Four years later the Armstrong family moved to Warren, Ohio.

One Sunday morning in July of 1936, Mr. Armstrong said, “I understand that there is a very interesting plane coming into the airport this morning.”

Viola Armstrong, Neil’s mother, was setting the breakfast out on the kitchen table. Neil and his three-year-old sister, June, were sitting at the table, and baby brother Dean was in his high chair.

Mrs. Armstrong placed a large plate of scrambled eggs with bacon on the table and poured orange juice for the children. Mr. Armstrong served the two older children while Mrs. Armstrong placed Dean’s food on the tray of his high chair.

“Is it a small plane?” Neil asked.

“No, as a matter of fact, it’s a very big plane, made of metal,” his father said.

“Does it have a name?”

“Yes. It’s a Ford Tri-Motor, but it’s called the Tin Goose.”

“The Tin Goose? Why?”

“Because some people think it looks like tin, and it’s shaped a little like a big flying goose. It’s actually made of aluminum, not tin. Aluminum is a ridged metal, and makes the plane very strong.”

“How many people can go up in it at one time?” Neil asked.

“About twelve passengers … perhaps even fourteen,” his father said.

“How fast will it go?”

Mr. Armstrong smiled as he answered Neil’s questions. “I believe about one hundred miles an hour, maybe even a little faster … one hundred and ten or so.”

Neil’s eyes widened as he thought about how fast that would be … and how exciting!

“Can we go see it?” Neil asked.

“I heard that it will be taking off for Columbus, Ohio, shortly after noon. It will probably be gone by the time we get home from church,” his father said.

Mrs. Armstrong didn’t stop feeding baby Dean, but she could see Neil out of the corner of her eyes. He didn’t say anything. He just dropped his head and looked at his plate. His mouth drew down in disappointment.

Mrs. Armstrong looked up at the clock. “It’s eight o’clock. If you can be dressed by eight-thirty, you would have time to go out to the airport for nearly an hour before Sunday school and church. That is, if your father is willing to take you.”

She tightened her mouth to keep her smile from showing. She knew that Mr. Armstrong wanted to see the plane as much as Neil did.

“Can we go, Dad?” Neil asked as he hopped up from the table.

“Have you finished your breakfast?”

Neil nodded.

“Get dressed, then, and we’ll go.”

Mr. Armstrong smiled at his wife. He was glad she understood how much Neil wanted to see the big plane. “We’ll be back in time for church. We’ll meet you there.”

The Armstrongs went to church every Sunday, and Mrs. Armstrong taught Sunday school.

Neil dressed quickly and ran back into the kitchen, his blue eyes shining. “Can we go right now?”

His father laughed. “Well, not this very minute. Let me finish my breakfast.”

Neil could hardly wait.

“All right, Neil, let’s go,” his father said finally.

As they walked onto the airfield, Neil saw the big plane with its three engines sitting on the runway. It was enormous!

As they walked around it, Neil looked up to see every part of the plane. He looked at the graceful propeller blades on each of the three engines, the round, fat tires on the landing wheels, and the name Ford Motor on the tail assembly.

One of the pilots came up to them. “Good morning,” he said cheerfully, and put out his hand to shake Mr. Armstrong’s hand. “Have you ever seen a Tin Goose?”

“No, not up close like this,” Neil’s father answered.

“Would you like to take a short ride this morning?”

Mr. Armstrong looked at Neil. “What about it, Neil? Would you like to go for a ride in this airplane?”

“Oh, yes.” Neil thought about the planes he had watched at the Cleveland airport, streaking across the sky. Neil couldn’t believe that he was going up in a real air-plane.
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“Come on, then.” His father took his hand and they climbed aboard the plane. Neil took a window seat. Another man got on after them and sat across the aisle from Neil’s father. One of the pilots came over to them.

“Fasten your seat belts,” he said. “Here’s some chewing gum.”

Mr. Armstrong helped Neil with his seat belt and then fastened his own.

“You know, when I first flew the Tin Goose, they didn’t have seat belts,” the pilot said. “There were only handholds that you could grip if the ride got bumpy. The seat belts are much better.”

The pilot handed them each a piece of gum. He said it would help the pressure on their eardrums as they took off and landed.

“Would you like some cotton to put in your ears?” the pilot asked. “The flight gets pretty noisy.”

Neil shook his head. Mr. Armstrong said he didn’t need any, either.

“Well, if you are all set for an exciting ride, we’ll get this plane up in the air!”

Neil took a deep breath and looked out the window at the airfield. He heard a loud squealing sound. “What is that?”

“We are getting ready to go,” his father answered. “A mechanic, or maybe one of the pilots, is cranking the engines.” They heard a high whining noise as the engine started to turn. Then they heard another squealing noise followed by a high whine. Finally, the third engine was wound up to a whine that signaled the engine was running. All three propellers were whirling about!

“I don’t understand how they start the engines,” Neil said.

“The mechanic puts a crank into the engine, and when the pilot gives him a signal, he starts turning it. This makes the propeller turn, and that usually is enough to start the engine if the pilot is quick with the throttle.”

The noise was so loud that Neil could barely hear what his father was saying. The large plane rolled down the runway to get into position for takeoff. Neil was so excited, he could hardly sit still.

Suddenly, the three engines roared in a great burst of power, and the plane raced down the runway. It went faster and faster until the wheels lifted off the ground. The plane was flying!

Neil could hardly believe it! He looked out the window to see the ground slipping away below them. It didn’t really feel as if the plane was moving. Neil chewed his gum faster and faster and held on to the wicker seat.

Neil’s father noticed the other man in the seat across the aisle. His face was turning pale and he looked as if he was feeling sick. Mr. Armstrong looked carefully at Neil. “Do you feel all right?”

“Oh, yes!” Neil’s fair skin was a little pink from the heat and excitement, but his eyes were clear and blue. He looked like he had never felt better. “We’re really flying!”

The plane flew higher and higher into the blue sky. White fluffy clouds drifted alongside them. Neil kept looking out the window. He saw Mosquito Creek shining in the sunlight as it wandered through the squares of farm fields. The green and gold squares looked like one of Grandmother’s quilts.

Houses looked like toys set randomly throughout the land, and every now and then a toy car drove along. The plane quickly over-took the little cars as it sped through the air.

Neil looked to the front of the plane, where the two pilots were sitting in the cockpit. He wished he knew how they were flying it.

Without warning the plane dropped with a mighty bump, and Neil felt his heart thump in his throat. The plane tilted to the right as it turned, throwing Neil toward his father. It was all very exciting. Neil pulled himself up so that he could look out the window again. The edge of the horizon looked as if it were tilting, too. The plane shuddered and righted itself.

Neil didn’t want the flight to end. With every turn he hoped they weren’t going back to the airport. Finally, though, the Tin Goose swung around and headed toward the airport at Warren. It was then that Neil noticed the man in the seat across from his father. He looked miserable. Neil could not understand why.

“Is the ride almost over?” the man groaned.

Neil’s father answered sympathetically, “I think we are on our way back to the airport.”

“It can’t be over too soon for me!”

“Is this your first flight?” Mr. Armstrong asked.

“Yes, and I think it’s my last. I don’t think I was made for flying. My stomach is turned upside down.”

Neil leaned forward to look at the man. He just couldn’t imagine anyone not enjoying this wonderful plane ride.

Soon they approached the airport, and the Ford Tri-Motor plane started its descent. It seemed like the plane was going too fast. Neil’s father felt a little panic as the plane came closer and closer to the ground, still traveling at around sixty-five or seventy miles an hour. He could see the copilot clutching and pulling on a long bar that put on the hydraulic brakes. Mr. Armstrong had a terrible feeling that the plane was going to fall apart in midair! For a horrible moment, he wished he had not brought Neil on the flight.

They hit the ground with a thud and rolled to a stop. Mr. Armstrong put his arm around Neil to comfort him, but when he looked at Neil’s face, he saw nothing but joy.

Neil and his father stayed at the airport to look at the plane. Mr. Armstrong talked with the pilots as Neil listened.

Suddenly, Neil’s father looked at his watch. “Oh, Neil, we have stayed so long, we’ve missed church.”

They hurried back home and got there just as Mrs. Armstrong was walking down the street from church with June and Dean. She started to ask them why they hadn’t made it, when Neil ran up to her.
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