







Dear Reader:

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

John Glenn

Young Astronaut
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Illustrations


John Glenn, future astronaut and senator.

“Feel the wind in your face.”

He found a huge tree growing near the ravine.

The Ohio Rangers held their first official meeting.

He played three sports, including basketball.

He learned how to fly fighter planes.

John’s record-setting flight earned national attention.

“Astronauts are public figures,” he told the others.

“Howard, I have held a job.”



First Flight
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“Listen to those tires hum, Bud.”

“I hear it, Dad.”

“And feel the wind in your face.”

Eight-year-old John Glenn, Jr., nodded as the warm breeze brushed his cheeks. What a day! The summer sun was shining, red and blue wildflowers dotted the roadside, and his father was taking him on a car trip. They were only going to nearby Cambridge, not far from the Glenns’ home in New Concord, Ohio. But to John, it was still a great adventure. He liked riding along the road, moving, feeling the speed of the car on the brick highway.

Mr. Glenn was on his way to a job. John Herschel Glenn, Sr., was a plumber in New Concord. He sometimes had work in Cambridge. John, Jr.—Bud, to his family—had been born in Cambridge in 1921. But John didn’t remember much about his years there. The Glenn family had moved to New Concord when he was still a toddler.

It only took Mr. Glenn a few minutes to check out the plumbing job in Cambridge. Then the father and son were back on the road.

“Bud,” Mr. Glenn said. “Look over there.”

John followed his father’s finger as it pointed over to the left. “A plane!” John cried.

“Want to take a closer look?” Mr. Glenn asked.

“Could we, Dad? Please?”

Mr. Glenn slowed the car and turned off the road. The small plane sat in a field. Airports in the 1920s were simple. Sometimes they were only a strip of mown grass in a meadow. Mr. Glenn stopped the car near the plane, and John scrambled out.

A man stood near the plane, tinkering with its engine. He wore a leather jacket, and a pair of goggles sat high on his head. He must be the pilot. John thought he looked like Steve Canyon, a hero from the comic strips. The man looked up as John ran over. “Hey there, sport,” the pilot said.

“Hello, sir,” John replied.

The man smiled as Mr. Glenn approached the plane. “Polite kid you got here, mister.”

“We try,” Mr. Glenn said. He walked beside the plane. “She’s a beauty. Don’t you think so, Bud?”

John could only nod silently. He was in awe. He stared at the wings and imagined what it would be like to fly. Driving in the car was okay, but to be up in the air! Soaring over the trees, over the houses in New Concord, flying across the country!

“Don’t get too close, Bud,” Mr. Glenn warned. “You don’t want to break anything.”

“He can’t hurt it,” the pilot said. “Go ahead, sport, touch the wing.”

“Dad?” John asked, looking at his father. Mr. Glenn smiled.

“You know what this is?” the pilot asked.

“A biplane.” John replied. “But I’m not sure what kind.”

“She’s a Waco. And she flies really sweet.”

“I bet,” John said. He noticed two open cockpits in the small plane. John imagined himself in front, flying the Waco. Straight up, and then down fast, and into a loop, then turning, turning—

“Bud?” Mr. Glenns voice snapped John out of his daydream. “Did you hear me?”

“N-no, sir,” John said hesitantly.

Mr. Glenn crouched down next to his son. “I said, if you like, we can go up.”

“In the plane?”

“Well, I don’t think we can get the car more than a few feet off the ground. Come on, I bet we can work out something with the pilot here.” The two men smiled and winked at each other.

“You mean it?” John asked his father.

“Of course I do. And if you don’t want to go up I’ll just have to go by myself.”

John began to bounce up and down. “No, no, Dad, I want to, I want to!”

Mr. Glenn looked at the pilot. “You think he really wants to?” He took out his wallet, handed the pilot a few bills, then climbed into the rear cockpit.

The pilot boosted John into the seat after him. “All strapped in?” the pilot asked.

“All set,” Mr. Glenn said.

“Then let’s fly!”

The pilot climbed in and started the engine. The Waco’s roar filled John’s ears as the plane rolled down the grassy strip. He could barely see out of the cockpit. But John could feel the motion, the increasing speed. Suddenly he lurched back in his seat. They were off the ground! Mr. Glenn tried to talk over the buzz of the engine, but all John heard was the air rushing all around him. The plane banked to the left, and John could finally see the earth below them. The houses and barns in Cambridge looked like the little toy buildings he made out of blocks. John wanted the flight to go on forever, but in a few minutes they were back at the airfield. The plane bounced along the grass before coming to a stop.

“What did you think?” the pilot asked.

John sat back for a moment in his seat. “It was … I mean … wow!”

“I think he liked it,” Mr. Glenn said.

John still fumbled for words. “I felt like … it was … I felt like I was Charles Lindbergh!”

The two men laughed.

“So you know all about ‘Lucky Lindy,’ do you?” the pilot asked.

“Sure I do,” John answered. “Everybody does.”

Two years before, Charles Lindbergh made aviation history. On a long, lonely, dangerous flight, Lucky Lindy flew from New York to France without stopping. It was the first solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean. When Lindbergh returned to the United States, he was a hero.

“Dad read all the newspaper stories to me,” John continued. “And I’ve seen pictures of his plane.”

“Ah, the Spirit of St. Louis,” the pilot said.

John nodded. “And one day we saw him flying over us, when he was going to Columbus.”

“Now, Bud, we don’t know—”

“But, Dad, you said Mr. Lindbergh was flying to Columbus.”

“Yes, but—”

“And you said he had to fly over New Concord on his way there.”

“I know, but—”

“So maybe that was Mr. Lindbergh’s plane we saw that day.” John turned to the pilot again. “It was silver and fast and it sounded like ten of your planes all flying together. We saw it when we were at a farm outside of town.”

“You know, Bud,” the pilot said, “I bet that was Lindbergh and the Spirit of St. Louis you saw that day. And maybe someday you’ll be just like him.”

“A pilot?” John asked, his eyes widening.

“Why not? And maybe a famous pilot, too. You never know.”

John and Mr. Glenn thanked the pilot for the ride and headed back to the car.

“I know I don’t have to ask you if you had a good time,” Mr. Glenn said.

“No sir,” John said with a smile. “How about you, Dad? Did you have fun?”

Mr. Glenn thought a moment. “It was fun, Bud. But it was more than that. Think about it: When I was your age, the Wright Brothers had only just made their first flight. Nobody thought regular folks like you and me would ever fly. And now people can fly across the oceans! The engineers who design planes keep making them bigger and better. Maybe that’s what you’ll do someday.”

“Make planes?” John asked.

“Why not? You could be anything, son. Study hard. Always do your best. Be curious. You could do anything. You’ll be more than a plumber, that’s for sure.”

“But you’re a good plumber, Dad.”

Mr. Glenn smiled. “I think so, too. But there’s so much more out there. Just remember, Bud: Always reach high—as high as you can.”

As soon as John got home, he raced over to Hoon’s Blacksmith Shop. His friend Rex Hoon was helping his father shoe a horse.

“Mr. Hoon, is it okay if Rex plays for a little while?” John asked.

Mr. Hoon stopped working and wiped his brow. “Sure, why not. I can finish up here.”

Rex followed John up the road. “What’s up, John?”

“I was just in a plane. A real plane! A biplane. And we flew all over Cambridge and—”

“Get out of here,” Rex said, pushing John’s shoulder.

“It’s true. My dad paid the pilot and he took us up, and we flew, and it was the greatest, best thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

Rex stared at John. “You really did it.”

John leaned forward with a huge grin. “Yup.”

“Holy cow! John Glenn, you lucky dog! A real plane. Was it a Ryan, like Lucky Lindy’s?”

“That’s a monoplane—one wing. This was a biplane.”

“Oh, yeah.” Rex let out a slow whistle. “You flew. Boy, wait till the other guys hear about this. Hey, come on, I’m going to fly, too.”

“How?” John asked

“Like this.” Rex spread out his arms and ran down the street. “See, I’m not just in a plane, I am a plane. Neeeeowwww!” He swooped his arms left and right. “Look, I’m the Spirit of St. Louis.”

John imitated Rex and ran down the street. “No, I’m the Spirit of St. Louis,” John said, “flying high over the Atlantic Ocean.”

The two boys zoomed and zigged and zagged, pretending to fly all around the world. But pretending to fly wasn’t much fun for John now. Not after he’d really been flying. And he knew someday he would fly again.



Family, Faith, and Country
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As the Ohio summer faded into fall, John got ready to go back to school.

“Are you excited, Bud?” his mother asked. She was a bubbly and outgoing woman, with reddish-blond hair. Usually John matched her enthusiasm—but not today.

“I guess,” John sighed. “But I’d rather be playing baseball, or going down to Crooked Creek.”

“You’ve had plenty of time for all that,” Mrs. Glenn said. “Now it’s time for the books.” Mrs. Glenn—Clara—had taught elementary school in Cambridge before John was born. She always reminded him of the importance of a good education.

John liked school, and he did well. But like any eight- or nine-year-old, he liked playing, too. He had lots of friends, like Rex Hoon and Carl Anker and Lloyd White. They played baseball and a game called shinny, which was like field hockey. Sometimes they went into alleys and shot marbles.

John was also friendly with Annie Castor. She was a year older than John, and her father was a dentist. The Castors had moved to New Concord about the same time as the Glenns. The two families spent a lot of time together. John remembered when he was three or so and sharing a playpen with Annie. But as he grew older, he spent most of his time with boys his own age. Annie, though, was still a good friend.

Once school started, John spent his weekdays in class and doing homework and chores—and playing with friends when he could. On Saturdays, the kids in New Concord headed for the Ohio Valley Dairy, where a sundae topped with nuts cost twenty cents. Sundays were for church and family gatherings.

The Glenns had a strong faith in God. They started each morning with a prayer and a reading from the Bible. The Glenns belonged to the Presbyterian Church. Most people in and around New Concord did, too. The Presbyterians of New Concord were Protestants who followed a strict moral code. They believed good and bad were clearly spelled out in the Bible. The Presbyterian Church had developed in Scotland. Many Scots took their religion with them when they began settling in northern Ireland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Some of these “Scotch-Irish” Presbyterians then moved on to America.

The towns around New Concord had been founded by Scotch-Irish settlers. New Concord was sometimes called “Saints’ Rest,” because its citizens were so religious. John had heard from his father about his family’s roots in the region and the Glenns’ ties to the Presbyterian Church.

“Your great-great grandfather owned a farm near here, back in the eighteen forties. He donated some of his land so the local folks could build the United Presbyterian Church. Same with your mothers family, the Sproats—they were farmers, too. All Scotch-Irish. All Presbyterian. Good people.”

“And God-fearing?” John wondered.

“Where did you hear that?” Mr. Glenn asked.

“In Sunday school. The teacher said all good Presbyterians are God-fearing.”

Mr. Glenn scratched his head and smiled. “I guess we are, a little bit. But if you follow the Bible and do what you should, then there’s not too much to fear. Hard work is important, too. Always work hard, whatever you do. Don’t be afraid to succeed.”

“Did all the Glenns work hard?”
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