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If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”

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!
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Harry stopped and studied the horse.

Gandpa Young took the shears and began snipping off Vivian’s curls.

Harry swallowed hard and walked closer to the bed.

Vivian and Edward are dumped into the mud.

Two goats pulled Harry, Vivian, and Mary Jane around the yard.

Mrs. Truman read to him for hours at a time.

Aunt Caroline opened the oven door and put in two more loaves of bread dough.

John Truman was furious.

Mrs. Truman gave Harry his first piano lesson.

Miss Wallace served tea from a silver service.

Harry pointed to the HELP WANTED sign.

Harry S. Truman was now president of the United States.
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A Son of Missouri
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“Let me hold the reins, Grandpa!” four-year-old Harry Truman cried.

It was the summer of 1888, and Harry and his grandfather Young were on their way to the Cass County Fair in Belton, Missouri. They were riding in a high-wheeled cart being pulled by a strawberry roan trotting horse.

“Are you sure, Harry?” Grandpa Young said. “Nellie can be high-strung sometimes. She’s used to my handling her.”

Harry had watched his grandfather guide the cart all over the countryside surrounding their Missouri farm. He was sure he could guide Nellie without any problems.

“Yes, Grandpa,” Harry said.

Grandpa Young was a big, impressive-looking man who had strong hands and a flowing white beard. This morning, he had on his best Sunday clothes, and there was a white handkerchief tucked in the breast pocket of his coat. His beard had been neatly trimmed and combed.

“Okay,” Grandpa Young said. He handed Harry the reins. “It’s all yours.”

Harry knew all along that his grandfather would let him drive the cart, if he asked. Harry was Grandpa Young’s favorite, but Harry never took advantage of this. He loved his grandfather dearly, and he always wanted to please him.

This was one of the most exciting summers of his life, Harry had already decided. Every day for a week, he and Grandpa Young had driven the cart the six miles to the fair. Sadly for Harry, this was the last day He’d really miss the delicious striped candy Grandpa Young always bought him. His mouth was already watering at the thought of it.

Solomon Young was one of the first settlers to arrive in Jackson County, Missouri, and was considered a very important man, so he was always asked to judge the harness races. That meant he and Harry would sit in the judges’ stand, where they had the best view. Harry felt really special doing that, but he never acted special around the other kids.

Harry loved horses as much as his grandpa Young did. Grandpa Young would point out what made a good racehorse. Harry would study the horses in a particular race and, using what Grandpa Young had told him, decide which horse he wanted to bet on. The wagers were only for more pieces of striped candy, but Harry always enjoyed winning.

Harry S. Truman was born May 8, 1884, in Lamar, Missouri, a dusty little town south of Kansas City and not too far from the road he and his grandfather were on now, but in many ways that place was like a whole different world.

The house in Lamar was tiny, compared with Grandpa Young’s house. In Lamar, Harry’s father, John Anderson Truman, bought and sold mules. Harry’s mother, Martha Ellen—whom everybody called Mattie—took care of the household, but before she was married she attended Lexington Baptist Female College, in Lexington, Missouri, where she learned to draw, and to play the piano. It was there, too, where she learned to love literature, especially the poetry of Alexander Pope. In later life, Harry would say that it was from his mother that he learned his love of music and reading.

The mule business wasn’t successful, though, so shortly after Harry was born, Mr. Truman moved his family north to a farm near Harrisonville, Missouri, where Harry’s brother, John Vivian, was born. But the farm was even less successful than the mule business, so the Trumans were soon on the move again. This time it was to Grandpa Young’s huge house in Blue Ridge, about sixteen miles south of Independence, Missouri.

At the moment, however, none of this was on Harry’s mind. He was thinking about one horse in particular that would be racing today. It was the one he was going to bet on.

When they got to the fairgrounds, Grandpa Young hitched Nellie to a post under a shade tree, had Harry feed her some oats, and then they headed for the stables to look over the horses that would be racing today.

Along the way, Grandpa Young greeted everyone by first name. Harry always marveled at how he could do this.

“Do you know everybody in the world, Grandpa?” Harry asked.

Grandpa Young laughed and squeezed Harry’s shoulder. “No, not everyone, Harry. Many of these people came to Missouri about the same time your grandmother and I did,” he told him. “We share the same history of this part of the state.”

Harry thought about that. He wondered exactly what it meant to share a history with somebody.

When they reached the stables, Harry and Grandpa Young greeted all the trainers and the drivers. Their greetings were returned in a hearty manner.

As they started through the stable to look over the horses, Grandpa Young said, “Now, Harry, tell me what makes a good harness horse.”

“Well, first, its breeding,” Harry began. He had committed to memory all the things that his grandfather had told him. “That means its parents were good harness racers, too.”

Grandpa Young nodded.

Now, they had reached the stall of a gray standardbred whose name was Hello My Lovely.

Harry stopped and studied the horse. He was sure this pacer would win today’s race. “The horse should have wide-set eyes, a wide jaw, a big neck, a powerful chest, and straight legs and feet,” he continued. “Just like this horse does.”

Several people behind them started laughing . For a moment, Harry thought he had made a mistake, until one of the men said, “Well, Mr. Young, you’ve taught your grandson well.” The man looked at Harry. “Those are powerfully big words for such a small boy”

Harry felt himself blushing, but he managed to grin at the man. “Yes, sir. I learned them from my grandpa,” he said.

“Well, you just keep listening to your grandpa Young,” the man said, “and one of these days you may be president of the United States.”

What Harry thought then wasn’t that the man’s prediction would come true, but that several members of his family had already said the same thing. Of course, he knew that many parents said that to their sons, so he didn’t think any more about it.
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Harry watched for a few minutes as the drivers and the trainers who had gathered around them began getting ready for the upcoming race. Suddenly, he realized that his grandpa Young had moved on to look into the other stalls, so he ran to catch up with him.

“What about this one, Harry?” Grandpa Young asked.

Harry looked at the black horse. Its name was Never Looks Back. “He’s a beauty, Grandpa,” he said, “but I don’t think he’s as good as Hello My Lovely”

Grandpa Young continued to study the horse, making Harry wonder if perhaps he had been wrong in his description of Hello My Lovely

“His eyes are wide set and his jaw is wide, but his neck and chest don’t seem as strong as Hello My Lovely’s,” Harry explained. He waited for his grandfather to say something, but when he didn’t, he added, “His legs and feet are straight.”

“Hmm,” his grandfather said as he continued to look at the black horse. Finally, he added, “I like this horse better, Harry, and I’ll bet you five pieces of striped candy that it beats yours.”

Harry grinned. “It’s a bet,” he said, shaking hands with his grandfather.

The two of them hurried out of the stable and headed for the stands. It wouldn’t be long until the race began. But the closer they got to where they would be sitting, the slower Harry walked.

Finally, Grandpa Young stopped. “What’s the matter, Harry?”

At first Harry didn’t say anything. But when he knew his grandfather wouldn’t move until he did, he said, his voice softer than usual, “I’m not sure now, Grandpa. Your horse may beat mine.”

Grandpa Young raised an eyebrow and looked at Harry sternly. “Harry, why did you choose Hello My Lovely?” he asked.

Harry took a deep breath. “You’ve taught me all about pacers,” he replied. “I think he’s the best one.”

“You made a decision based on what you knew to be true,” Grandpa Young told him. “You can’t always keep changing your mind. You have to make a decision and stick with it.”

At that moment, the only thing on Harry’s mind was which horse he thought would win the upcoming race, but years later, when he entered politics, Harry S. Truman would remember what Grandpa Young had told him that day. He would base all his decisions on what he knew about something. Once he had made his decision, he would stick to it.

Now walking faster, Harry followed Grandpa Young to their seats in the judges’ stand.

On the track, just below him, Harry could see the drivers in their sulkies lining up. Harry had often wondered what it would be like to ride in these two-wheeled carts attached to a harnessed horse. Never Look Back and Hello My Lovely were next to each other.

“Well, Harry,” Grandpa Young said. He opened his hand to reveal five pieces of striped candy. “If Hello My Lovely wins, these are yours.” He grinned. “Now, what’s your wager? What will you give me?”

Harry grinned back but didn’t say anything.

Grandpa Young raised an eyebrow and laughed.

At that moment, a pistol sounded and the race started. Immediately, dust filled the air, and it was hard to see the horses clearly. Most harness racing tracks at fairs such as the one at Belton were small, and there was no inside running rail or fence.

In just a few minutes, though, Grandpa Young shouted, “Hello My Lovely and Never Look Back have pulled ahead of the rest of the sulkies, Harry!”

“Come on, Hello My Lovely! ” Harry shouted.

“Come on, Never Look Back!” Grandpa Young shouted.

As he always did, Grandpa Young started calling the race. “They’re neck and neck as they make their way around the track, Harry.”

“Come on, Hello My Lovely!” Harry shouted again.

“Now they’re taking the last curve on their way to the finish line,” Grandpa Young said. “Hello My Lovely has begun to pull ahead.”

“Come on! Come on!” Harry shouted. “You can do it.”

“Never Look Back has pulled even again,” Grandpa Young said.

All of a sudden, Harry wondered if he had been wrong about his horse. Was there something about Never Look Back that he had overlooked that would let him win the race?

Then, just before they reached the finish line, in front of Harry and Grandpa Young, Hello My Lovely pulled ahead for good.

“Hello My Lovely is the winner!” the judges shouted.

Harry took a deep breath and looked at Grandpa Young. He held out his hand.

Grandpa Young placed five pieces of striped candy in it.

“Thank you,” Harry said.

With a twinkle in his eyes, Grandpa Young looked at Harry. “I’m curious, Harry,” he said. “You didn’t tell me what you wagered. What would you have given me if Never Look Back had won?”

Harry shrugged. “I didn’t plan to lose,” he said.

“I see, Harry,” Grandpa Young said. “Well, you’re a true son of Missouri, I can tell. You’re also as stubborn as a mule!”

On the way home, Harry thought about what Grandpa Young had said. He guessed he could be as stubborn as a mule, if the occasion called for it. He understood that. But what he didn’t understand was what it meant to be a true son of Missouri. He had been born in the state, he knew that. Missouri was in the heart of the United States, he also knew. Was there something about being born in Missouri that made him special? he wondered.

The rocking of the wagon and the warmth of Grandpa Young next to him began to make him sleepy. It was a pleasant feeling, and he found himself drifting off to sleep, but not before he decided that he wanted to talk to Grandpa Young some more about what it meant to be a true son of Missouri.



The Perfect Life
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Two weeks after the trip to the Cass County Fair, Harry and his grandpa Young were spending a lazy Saturday afternoon together, sitting on the south porch of the big farmhouse.

“What are you thinking about, Grandpa?” Harry asked.

“About how much the bluegrass in that pasture out there looks like the bluegrass of Kentucky,” Grandpa Young replied without looking at Harry. “We had a pasture with a creek running through it too.”

Harry knew that both of his grandparents had come to Missouri from the state of Kentucky. He often wondered if they missed the people they knew there. For some reason, it seemed that these days Grandpa Young talked a lot about how things were when he was young. But Harry enjoyed hearing about it.

If there was one thing Harry knew for sure, though, it was that he liked living in Missouri and wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.

“What were you thinking about, Harry?” Grandpa Young asked.

Harry shrugged. He hadn’t actually been thinking about anything. He was simply enjoying sitting on the porch with his grandfather. It was hard for Harry to explain. Sometimes he didn’t want to play. He just wanted to be with the members of his family and listen to them talk. He honestly didn’t care what it was they talked about. He liked all their stories.

“Well, I guess you and I ought to do something more interesting than just sit here,” Grandpa Young said. “Let’s think about what it could be.”

Just then, Harry’s two-year-old brother, John Vivian, toddled out onto the porch and sat down in front of them with a thud. He gave them both a big toothless grin.

Grandpa Young shook his head in dismay. “Vivian, you’re too old to be wearing your hair in curls,” he said. “Why hasn’t your mother cut it already? You’re a boy, for goodness sakes, but you look like a girl!”

“I’m not a girl,” Vivian said. “I’m a boy.”

“That’s what Grandpa said, Vivian,” Harry said, “but it’s hard for people to tell that you are.”

Grandpa Young stood up. “I’ve made a decision, Harry. Go get Vivian’s high chair and bring it out here,” he said. “I’ll get my shears from the barn. We’re going to do something that’s been needing done for a long time.”

“You’re going to cut Vivian’s hair?” Harry asked incredulously.

Grandpa Young nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do!” he said.

“Okay Grandpa,” Harry said. He looked down at Vivian. “You stay here. We’ll be right back.”

As Harry entered the house, he had mixed feelings about what he and Grandpa Young were about to do. He was tired of the new lads at church asking him what his sister’s name was when they’d see Vivian for the first time. Now, with short hair, Vivian would look like a boy Of course, Harry knew how much his mother loved Vivian’s curls. He was sure she wouldn’t be happy when she discovered what he and Grandpa Young had done, but his mother had often told him that this was Grandpa Young’s house, and in his house he made the rules. Still, Harry was sure that the rules she was talking about didn’t apply to Vivian’s curls.

Harry was in luck. His mother and Grandma Young were in the parlor, piecing a quilt together. No one would see him take the high chair from the kitchen.

Harry tried to pick it up and carry it, but it was heavier than he realized, so he tipped it over toward him and started dragging it out of the room. Once, it make a loud scaping sound that Harry was sure his mother and Grandma Young would hear, but after a couple of minutes, when no one had come into the kitchen to see what the noise was, he continued pulling the high chair through the rest of the house and out the screen door to the south porch.

Grandpa Young was already back from the barn when Harry arrived with the high chair. Vivian looked as if he hadn’t moved an inch.

“I thought I was going to have to come get you,” Grandpa Young said.

Harry positioned the high chair next to a railing and raised the tray, and Grandpa Young picked up Vivian and set him on the seat.

“When I’m finished with you, Vivian,” Grandpa Young said, “you’ll feel more like a boy and you’ll want to do boy things.”

Harry wasn’t quite sure what Grandpa Young was talking about. He and Vivian were always doing boy things. It wasn’t so much that as it was how Vivian looked that caused problems for Harry.

“Okay,” Vivian said agreeably.

Grandpa Young took the shears and began snipping off Vivian’s curls. One by one they fell onto the porch floor. It wasn’t long before the curls were all gone.

“Now, then,” Grandpa Young said. “You’re a boy!”

“I’m a boy!” Vivian repeated.

Actually, Harry found it hard to decide exactly what Vivian really looked like now. He no longer had his curls, that was for sure, but his hair looked like it had been cut by a wheat thrasher.
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“Oh!”

At the sound of his mother’s voice, Harry turned to see her standing at the screen door.

“Oh!” his mother repeated.

“Mama!” Vivian said. “I’m a boy!”

Harry could see his mother’s pursed lips. He noticed her heavy breathing, too. He kept waiting for her to say something, and when she finally did, it wasn’t what he expected.
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