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BETSY ROSS
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Name: Betsy Ross


Born: January 1, 1752


Died: January 30, 1836


Position: Flag Maker/Legend


Career Highlights:


• She was the eighth of seventeen children and a fourth-generation American


• Skilled needle worker who opened an upholstery business in Philadelphia with her husband


Interesting Fact: She probably didn’t sew the first flag but she did create many flags for the Pennsylvania State Navy.
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Betsy tugged and pulled the saw.


He held out the peppermint stick.


It was fun in the big wagon.


“You’re a dyed-in-the-wool American.”


“He’ll never catch it.”


“Thee does not have skates.”


“Thee could make a special sampler.”


“The man’s handing her a prize.”


“May I go if they will teach me?”


Numerous smaller illustrations




To Susan and Jill
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THE CHOICE


BETSY GRISCOM looked thoughtfully up and down the long table. Her father and mother, her six older sisters, her small brother George, as well as Betsy herself, were sitting around it. Only Martha, two, and the baby, six months old, were already in bed. Betsy counted carefully.


“Ten people,” she said, puzzled. “Ten people are sitting at this table, and there isn’t room for any more. What are we going to do when the baby and Martha are old enough to sit with us at the table? Where will we put them?”


“We can always find room for all our children, Betsy,” said Mr. Griscom, smiling.


“I am glad thee is a carpenter, Father,” said George. “Thee is the best in all Philadelphia. Thee can build us a new table or anything else that we need to have.”


“Father doesn’t make furniture,” said Sarah, who was twelve. “Fathers builds buildings.”


“Thee could make furniture, too, if thee wanted to, couldn’t thee, Father?” George was sure his father could do anything.


Mr. Griscom laughed. “I suppose I will have to make a new table whether I want to or not,” he said. “Betsy is right. We are about to out-grow this one. I’ll certainly have to make the new one before 1758 is over.”


“Good,” Betsy said, pleased. “We’ll have the new table some time this year.”


“I’ll help thee, Father.” George sat up very straight. He was only five years old, but since he was the only boy in the family he considered himself very important.


“I’ll help thee, too, Father.” Betsy raised her shoulders as high as she could. She was a year older than George. If he could help, she could help, too.


“Thee can’t make furniture,” George exclaimed. “Thee is a girl, and thee is too little.”


Betsy didn’t know what to say to George. It was difficult for a little girl to feel as useful as a boy. She looked at her plate.


“I can make doll furniture,” she said. “I can make other furniture, too.”


“Doll furniture!” George laughed. “Doll furniture doesn’t count.” He felt very grown-up. He forgot that he sometimes played with Betsy’s dolls and her other toys.


“Doll furniture does count!” Betsy glanced at her mother. “It does, doesn’t it, Mother?”


“Of course it counts.” Mrs. Griscom smiled at Betsy. “Small things are often more difficult to make than large ones.”


“Little girls come in different sizes, too,” said her father, smiling at his seven daughters. “Don’t worry, Betsy. Thee will soon grow up.”


When dinner was over Betsy and George carried the dishes from the table to the kitchen. Then Rachel and Hannah swept the floor and straightened the room. Debby and Susan washed dishes. Mary and Sarah dried them.


“Let’s go outside and play,” suggested George when he and Betsy had finished their work.


“I can’t.” Betsy shook her head. “I want to make a table for my doll.”


“Thee can’t make a table. Thee is a girl and thee is too little,” George said, laughing.


“I can make a table or anything else I want,” Betsy said, stamping her foot. She ran out the back door and followed a narrow brick walk that led to her father’s workshop. She tugged at the heavy door until she had it open. She stared at the tools hung on pegs around the room.


The tools looked heavy and unfamiliar. Betsy didn’t know the names of most of them or how to use them. She was glad George hadn’t come with her. She was sure he knew more about tools than she did. She didn’t want her brother to remind her that girls didn’t understand carpentry.


She walked around the neat, orderly workshop. She reached up to get a saw, but she could just touch the handle. By standing on some blocks of wood from a scrap pile she pushed up the saw so that the handle was free from the peg.


The big blade bent. The handle swung out and down. It hit Betsy on top of her head.


“Oh!” Betsy dropped the saw. It made a whining sound that seemed to say, “Thee is a girrl, a gi-rrr-lll, rrrr-llll.”


Betsy rubbed her head. Then she laid the saw on her father’s workbench. She wasn’t going to let a bump on the head stop her. She intended to show George that she could make a table.


The scrap pile in the corner contained a real mixture of wood pieces. Betsy chose a few thin boards which looked almost the right length for her table. She liked the wood pile. She often played there with George on rainy days. While their father worked at his bench, the children built stores, houses, and schools. They built wagons and boats. They built tall towers that came tumbling down.


The woodpile was wonderful because it changed every day. Sometimes the pieces were short and thick. Sometimes they were all long and narrow. Today she could find both kinds.


Betsy placed a thin, flat piece of wood on the workbench. She lifted the saw and tried to put it against the wood just the way her father did. The saw was long and heavy. She could not hold the big, awkward tool with her right hand. It wobbled when she tried to saw through the wood. Betsy tugged and pulled.


Betsy wished she didn’t have to make a table. It would be more fun to build a house out of all those wonderful pieces of wood before her father took them away. “But I have to build a table,” she said to herself. “I have to show George that I can do anything he can.”


Betsy put down the saw and rested for a moment. She knew that she would have to succeed in sawing the board. Again she picked up the saw and put it in place on the board. Then she tried to push and pull it, but had trouble holding it upright and keeping it straight. Its sharp teeth made little dents in the wood as they moved over the surface.
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Betsy kept on trying. Finally the saw teeth began to give a little. Then—zing—and the saw jumped from the board to Betsy’s finger.


“Oh!” She dropped the saw with an exclamation of pain. Again it seemed to say to her, “Theee is a gi-rrrr-llll. A gi-rrrr-llll.”


Betsy rushed from the shop as soon as she saw her bleeding finger. She flew along the uneven brick walk until she reached the house. As she opened the door, she called to her mother.


“Look, Mother!” she cried. She held out her bleeding finger for her mother to see.


“Betsy! What happened, child?”


Betsy’s eyes flashed. “Father’s old saw bit me on the finger.”


Mrs. Griscom looked as if she were swallowing a smile. She opened a cabinet drawer and took out a clean piece of old linen. She tore off a long, narrow strip and began to wrap it around Betsy’s finger.


“Saw? Betsy, what was thee doing with a saw? Did thy father know thee was using a saw? Thee could get badly hurt.”


“I was making a table for my doll.”


“But, Betsy, thee does not know how to use a saw. Thy father’s saws are very sharp.”


“Thee said I could make doll furniture. Thee did. At dinner.”


“I know I did, Betsy,” said Mrs. Griscom, “but I did not think thee would try to use the saw. A saw is not for a little girl to play with.”


Betsy hadn’t cried when the saw hit her head. She hadn’t even cried when her finger was cut. But when her mother said “little girl,” the tears rolled down her cheeks.


“Every time I want to do something,” she said, “I can’t because I’m a girl, or because I’m too little. Little girls can’t do anything!”


Mrs. Griscom tore the end of the bandage in half. She twisted it neatly and tied a knot. “Does thee really want to use a saw?” she asked.


Betsy looked surprised. “Of course I do,” she said. “George says—”


“I’m not talking about George,” Mrs. Griscom said firmly. “I’m talking about a little girl named Betsy. Does she want to use a saw?”


Betsy thought of the whining old saw that had hit her over the head and bitten her finger. Perhaps it wasn’t so exciting after all. “Well—” she began.


Mrs. Griscom smiled. “Sit thee down for a minute,” she said. “I will be right back.”


Betsy wondered what her mother was going to do. She could hear her going down the hall and up the steps. She heard a drawer open and close. Then she heard her mother come down the stairs, through the hall again and back into the kitchen.


Mrs. Griscom walked across the room and sat down beside Betsy. “Hold up thy hands,” she said, “and close thy eyes until I say ‘Ready.’ ”


Betsy closed her eyes tightly. She felt something touch the first finger on her right hand.


“Ready!”


Betsy opened her eyes and stared. There on her finger was a beautiful silver thimble.


“Mother!” she cried. “Oh, Mother, it’s beautiful! I want to use it right now.”


Mrs. Griscom smiled. “My mother gave it to me when I was six years old,” she said. “It was too large for me then, just as it is too large for thee now. But I grew into it, and so will thee. Now,”—Mrs. Griscom held both of Betsy’s hands up in front of her—“we have two hands and they are like two different people.


“The left hand,” she went on, “is like a girl who is always trying to be someone else. This girl wants to be a boy, or she wants to be older, or she wants to be like someone down the street. She does things she doesn’t like to do just because someone else does them. She never does them well and she is always getting into trouble.


“The right hand,” Mrs. Griscom continued, “is like a different kind of girl. She doesn’t waste time wishing for things that can never be. She is happy just being herself.”


Mrs. Griscom looked at Betsy. “Which hand does thee like the better?” she asked.


Betsy looked at her left hand with the white bandage on the first finger. The ends of the knot stood up like little bunny ears that seemed to be wiggling at her. Having a bandage on her finger made her feel a little different and rather important. But underneath her finger hurt.


Betsy looked at her right hand with the thimble on the first finger. When she moved her finger back and forth the thimble swung to and fro like a little silver bell.


Betsy thought of all the times she had begged her mother to let her sew. Perhaps she was old enough now. She thought of all the things she wanted to make. Doll clothes were much more fun than doll furniture.


Betsy looked up at her mother and smiled. “I’ll take the right hand,” she said. “I am glad I’m me. I’ll never try to be someone else again.”
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THE SOUR DOUGH


BAKING DAY! When Betsy woke the next morning, she could almost imagine that a delicious odor filled the house. But she was glad she couldn’t smell the golden, crusty loaves baking. She intended to help her mother with this work.


Betsy dressed quickly and ran down the stairs to the kitchen. This was her favorite day of the week. It was the one day, too, when she was glad she was both little and a girl. Had she been older she would have gone off to school with her older sisters. And if she had been a boy, like George, she wouldn’t have been able to help her mother with the baking.


George, too, liked to be in the kitchen on baking day. He watched Betsy as she climbed up on her stool beside her mother. He looked as if he would like to help knead the dough.


Mrs. Griscom had mixed the dough early in the morning. She and Betsy began to knead it after breakfast. They patted the dough into mounds. Then they stretched the dough, doubled it over into a mound again and pressed it with the palms of their hands.


George leaned against the kitchen table and watched them. He wished he could work with the dough, too. “Please.” He moved a little closer to the kneading trough. “Please, may I help? I want a piece of dough, too.”


Mrs. Griscom shook her head. “Baking is for girls. And boys, if they want to watch, shouldn’t get in the way.”


Betsy looked down at George from her high stool. Suddenly she was sorry for him.


He could have the workshop and all the tools. Baking was much more fun than sawing and hammering. She liked to feel the dough in her hands. It was soft and silky as a piece of cloth. She would have liked to bake every day.


They had almost finished when the baby began to cry. “Oh, dear.” Mrs. Griscom hurried out of the room. “The dough is almost ready,” she called back to Betsy. “Knead it a little longer and then put it to rise. And don’t forget the sour dough,” she added as she hurried up the stairs.


Betsy nodded to herself. She couldn’t forget the sour dough. That was her favorite part of baking day.


When Mrs. Griscom mixed the dough for the week, she always put a little bit aside. Betsy knew that this was so that yeast could grow in the dough. This was very important—if they didn’t have yeast, they wouldn’t have bread. They’d have only dough that wouldn’t rise.


Betsy always liked to hear her mother tell how she had brought a bit of sour dough from her mother’s house to her new home after she was married. Betsy knew that her mother’s mother had done the same thing.
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