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For Ronan, I love watching



you follow your passions.


I hope you never stop.


—Michelle
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In the profiles in this book, passages of literary narrative based on factual events were imagined by the authors in an attempt to draw the reader into the life and perspective of the profiled boy.
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King Tutankhamun


APPROXIMATELY 1347–1329 BC [image: image] PHAROAH [image: image] EGYPT




As my eyes grew accustomed to the light . . . I was struck dumb with amazement.


—HOWARD CARTER, ARCHAEOLOGIST, REFERRING TO THE DISCOVERY OF KING TUT’S TOMB




Ten-year-old Tutankhamun nervously approached the great Karnak Temple. The last in a long line of rulers, young Tut was to be crowned pharaoh of Egypt. It was now his job to oversee the largest empire in the world, which stretched from Africa to Asia. Will I be remembered as a great leader too? he wondered as he walked past the great monuments and statues of the pharaohs who had ruled before him. The cheers from the crowd at the temple grew to a deafening roar as the boy entered. Would the boy pharaoh bring prosperity back to Egypt? He was their last hope.


Several priests poured sacred water from golden urns over Tut. Then they placed the magnificent three crowns of Egypt on his head. There was the tall, white crown of Lower Egypt, then the red crown of Upper Egypt, and finally the khepresh, a blue crown representing Egypt’s vast armies. Thousands of Egyptians looked on in hushed silence as the priests balanced the triple crown on Tut’s small head.


Even though his reign was brief—only nine years—Tut’s dream to be remembered came true. Though he ruled over three thousand years ago, he is now the most well-known of all the Egyptian pharaohs. As ruler, he helped return a crumbling empire to its former prosperity and stability. His tomb, filled with an immense wealth of gold and priceless artifacts—as well as a mysterious curse—has only helped solidify young Tut’s legend.






Pharaoh means “one who resides in the palace.”
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King Tut was born in 1347 BC in Egypt’s rich, green Nile valley. His name, Tutankhamun, meant “strong bull,” which suited Tut well. As a young man, he was praised for his strength and skills as a hunter of ostriches, peacocks, ibexes, gazelles, and wild hippos. His father was Pharaoh Akhenaten, who was not well-liked by Egyptians since he had defied the traditional religion, which had many gods, and singled out one god as worthy of worship. Akhenaten had also moved the capitol from Thebes to Amarna, further angering his people.


Growing up in Amarna, young Tut was a bit of a slacker. His older brother, Smenkare, was next in line to be pharaoh, so not much was expected of Tut. When he wasn’t learning to read or write Egyptian hieroglyphs (pictures that represent words), Tut did what most kids do today: he goofed off. He hunted and raced around in chariots, played Senet, his favorite board game, and swam in the Nile with his siblings.


When Tut was seven years old, he received the shock of his life. Smenkare got very sick and died. Suddenly, Tut was destined to inherit all his father’s duties as pharaoh of Egypt. No more slacking—it was time to cram! Tut’s lessons got a lot harder as he prepared for his new role. Good thing he crammed. . . . Just two years later his father died. Only nine years old, Tut was now the ruler of the Egyptian empire and had the huge responsibility of unifying Egypt after his father’s rocky reign.


Tut decided to bring back the traditional religion his father had outlawed and to return the capital to Thebes. When the young pharaoh moved back to the capital, a coronation ceremony was arranged so that all of Egypt could be introduced to their new boy king. Once crowned, Tut quickly ordered the rebuilding of the old temples that had fallen into disrepair during his father’s reign. With the guidance of priests, he performed ceremonies to improve the harvest. (Most people in Egypt made their living from farming.) Tut was also in charge of Egypt’s gigantic army, and with the help of his military advisers, he won several battles.






In his tomb, Tut was buried with over 140 pieces of jewelry, including 15 rings, 13 bracelets, many amulets, and a crown made of pure gold. He also had 93 pairs of shoes and 415 statues of servants to serve him in the afterlife.
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By age fifteen, Tut was growing into a strong and trustworthy leader. He brought stability back to Lower and Upper Egypt, and comfort to people who honored the traditional religion. Tut was also proving to be a skilled negotiator, helping to solidify relations between Egypt’s neighbors, Assyria and Babylonia. Egypt, which had experienced dark days during Akhenaten’s reign, was making a comeback. Crops along the Nile were bountiful, and Egypt’s many storehouses overflowed.


But King Tut’s reign ended almost as quickly as it began. At the age of eighteen, King Tutankhamun suddenly died. No one is sure why. Was it disease? Was it an injury from one of his chariot rides? It’s still a mystery today. Many scholars believe that Tut was assassinated by someone close to him who wanted his power. Maybe Tut was becoming too independent and would no longer listen to his advisers.


Whatever the cause of his death, it was a shock to the Egyptian people. The Egyptians believed that in order to preserve a person’s ka, or soul, the dead body had to be mummified and placed in a tomb. Since Tut’s death was unexpected, the Egyptians had to work frantically to put together a tomb for their king. Inside the tomb, they placed items that would keep their king entertained and comfortable in the afterlife. Then they created false chambers and hidden passageways to lead robbers away from its many treasures. Three thousand years passed, and shifting sands, grain by grain, covered the burial area—Tut’s tomb vanished from sight.


Much of what we know today about King Tut’s life comes from his tomb. In 1922 archaeologist Howard Carter uncovered a buried chamber in an area of Egypt called the Valley of the Kings, where most of the pharaohs were buried. Behind a secret door, Carter found the tomb of King Tut, almost perfectly preserved. It contained amazing artifacts—a golden mask and coffin, food vessels, jewelry, chariots, bows and arrows, statues of servants, game boards, furniture, and a magnificent throne.


Among the treasures, Carter discovered a clay tablet with hieroglyphs on it that warned: “Death shall slay with his wings whoever disturbs the peace of the pharaoh.” He also found a statue that read: “It is I who drive back the robbers of the tomb with the flames of the desert. I am the protector of Tutankhamen’s grave.” With his eyes on the other treasures, Carter quickly forgot the warning words until two weeks later when Lord Carnarvon, the man who had paid for the expedition, got sick and died. Some thought it was from malaria, but others believed it was King Tut’s curse. Next, a friend of Lord Carnarvon visited the tomb. The following day he got a high fever and suddenly died! Soon all sorts of deaths were linked to the discovery of Tut’s tomb. Within ten years of opening the tomb, almost thirty people connected to the excavation had mysteriously died.






In ancient Egypt, men and women both wore black eye makeup made of lead ore. The makeup was considered stylish but also helped protect the Egyptians from eye infections and the harsh, desert sun.
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Finally, Dr. Ezzeddin Taha, who had examined several people involved in the excavation of Egyptian tombs, noticed that many of them suffered from a strange fungal infection. His research revealed that some fungi could survive for up to four thousand years in mummies and tombs! Symptoms of the infection were a high fever and an upper respiratory infection. Dr. Taha made a public statement saying that superstitions about King Tut’s curse were silly, especially now that he had found the real reason people were dying. Coincidentally, after making this important scientific breakthrough, Dr. Taha died in a car crash. People today still debate whether Taha died because of the curse or because he had the fungal infection, which may have caused him to pass out and crash the car.






X-rays of the mummified Tut show that he might have died from a head injury—more proof for those who think he was murdered.
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King Tut’s death and tomb may be shrouded in mystery, but it is no mystery that, as one of the youngest pharaohs of Egypt, his memory lives on. His leadership and diplomacy skills helped strengthen Egypt’s economy and return people’s confidence in the pharaohs. His short life, his amazing tomb, and its curse have made him the most famous and well-known of all Egyptian kings. Like the ancient scribes of Egypt wrote, “Let your name go forth, while your mouth is silent.” For no other pharaoh has this been more true than for King Tut.







HOW WILL YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE?1







My plan is to get high up in the government and then propose the eco-car bill. There would be a recycling program where people would trade in their gas guzzling cars for a small amount of money. Charging stations for electric cars will be placed all around the country, and the electricity will be inexpensive. This bill would make it so a lot more people will use public transportation. This will affect many people because it will boost awareness about global warming and reduce our carbon footprint.
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Galileo Galilei


1564–1642 [image: image] INVENTOR AND PHYSICIST [image: image] ITALY




Galileo, perhaps more than any other single person, was responsible for the birth of modern science. . . . Galileo was one of the first to argue that man could hope to understand how the world works, and, moreover, that we could do this by observing the real world.


—STEPHEN HAWKING, THEORETICAL PHYSICIST




Galileo was bored. After a week of studying math at the university, he had been looking forward to a good Sunday church service to fill his brain with more spiritual thoughts. Unfortunately, the visiting priest was so dull that Galileo couldn’t keep his head from dropping onto his chest. Snapping it to attention, he overcompensated and threw his head back too far. Something on the ceiling caught his eye. A lamp, hanging from a chain high overhead, was swaying in the air currents. Its rhythmic arcs almost put him back to sleep, but then Galileo noticed something that surprised him: there seemed to be a pattern to the swings.


Wide awake now, he used his own pulse to time how long it took the lantern to swing from one end of its arc to the other. He realized something: each swing took the same amount of time, whether the lantern had swung wide in a new breeze, or had settled into a barely noticed sway when the air currents quieted.


Duh, you might say; that seems obvious. But it wasn’t a duh then. People four hundred years ago had hardly a clue about what made the physical world work. With this observation, eighteen-year-old Galileo discovered the way to invent the first accurate mechanical clock, beginning a lifetime of experiments to figure out how the world works. He was the world’s first physicist (a scientist who studies matter and energy and how they interact).






Galileo said that a lock of wool and a piece of lead, if in a vacuum (with no air resistance), would fall at the same rate. In 1971, astronaut David Scott stood on the moon and dropped a feather and a hammer at the same time. They both fell side by side to the moon’s surface. He remarked: “This proves that Mr. Galileo was correct.”
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Galileo’s curiosity would nearly get him killed later in life, but it also started humans down the road of knowledge to mechanics, electricity, radiation, and nuclear reactions. From a boring church service in Pisa in 1583 to a walk on the moon in 1969, and finally to nanotechnology today, there have been curious men and women, pulling more and more from the spool of scientific knowledge that Galileo started to unravel.


Galileo’s greatness came from his skepticism: he refused to believe something just because everyone else did. He came by this naturally; as a boy, Galileo had been taught by his father, who hated close-minded people, especially if they were in a position of authority.


By the time Galileo was eleven, his father could not keep up with his thirst for knowledge, so he sent his son to a monastery school. The peaceful life inside the monastery walls totally appealed to Galileo, so much so that, at thirteen, he volunteered to begin training as a monk. His dad was horrified and instantly nixed the idea: Galileo needed to pick a career that would generate enough money to help support the family. And four hundred years ago, doctors got paid big bucks. So, at his father’s insistence, when Galileo was seventeen he entered the University of Pisa to study medicine. But he was not interested in medicine, and he argued with his father to be allowed to study math—a profession that would help him figure out how the world worked. He must have been a good arguer because his father gave in. As Galileo later said of his passion for math:






The Catholic Church was very powerful in Italy in Galileo’s day. In Rome, everyone was Catholic, and one out of every twelve people was a priest or a nun.
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. . . the universe cannot be understood unless one first learns to comprehend the language and interpret the characters in which it is written. It is written in the language of mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles and other geometrical figures, without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it . . .2




At Pisa, Galileo kept on arguing with people who supposedly knew more. He argued so much that his teachers nicknamed him Il Attaccabrighe, “the Wrangler.” What was he arguing about? Galileo felt that the facts they were teaching should not be accepted until someone had tested them.


When he was twenty-one, Galileo left school without earning a degree. Four years later, he was back, this time as an instructor. He began teaching math and went back to his old argumentative ways. At that time, universities were still following the teachings of Aristotle, who had lived 1,800 years earlier. One thing Aristotle had said was that the heavier an object was, the faster it would fall. Aristotle had never actually tried it; it just seemed to logically flow from other things he had observed.


Galileo easily proved this idea wrong: he climbed the Leaning Tower of Pisa and dropped two lead balls, one weighing much more than the other. As his critics watched, an 1,800-year-old “truth” was overturned: both objects fell to the earth at exactly the same speed. By using public stages like this, Galileo became popular and changed many people’s minds. But his popularity and ideas also created enemies, and he got fired from his job. Fortunately, friends got him a job at the University of Padua, near Venice. It had a reputation as being more open to new ideas, and Galileo was happy there. His fame grew as he invented and designed machines and instruments for various rulers and kings.


In 1609 the telescope was invented in Holland. It could magnify objects only up to three times, and it was merely used as a toy at parties. But Galileo saw other uses for the telescope and set out to improve it. By 1610 he had made a telescope so strong, it could be used in war to spy on approaching enemies. When he presented his telescope to the ruler of Venice, he was given a huge pay raise and a job for life. Orders poured in for his telescopes, and he became even more famous. He used his most powerful scopes—ones that could magnify an object thirty times—to look at the sky and discovered that the moon is full of mountains and craters. He also discovered another thing Aristotle was wrong about.


Aristotle had claimed that the Earth was the center of the universe—that the sun and all the other stars and planets revolved around the Earth. And the powerful Catholic Church agreed with him. If the Earth was the center of the universe, then that proved that the smartest creature on Earth, man, must be the center of the universe as well. Anyone who disagreed with this idea was considered an enemy of the church. And, at that time, the church was the same as the government. The punishment for disagreeing with it was torture or death.


Even though the Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus had already said that the sun was the center of the universe, very few people believed him. Galileo did. His improved telescope allowed Galileo to prove that many of Copernicus’s ideas were right. Galileo wrote a book, The Starry Messenger, arguing that the Earth was not the center of the universe. Instead, he said the Earth revolved around the sun. This book got him in big trouble. At age fifty-one, Galileo was forced to withdraw his ideas or risk death. To save his life, Galileo said that he had been wrong.


For the rest of his life, Galileo battled the church over his beliefs. Church officials often threatened him with prison, torture, and death in order to force him to lie about his discoveries, but he never totally gave in. He always continued writing and teaching the truth, even when the pope and the Inquisition (the Catholic Church’s secret police) came after him. For the last eight years of his life, Galileo had to live under house arrest inside his home in Florence—but he never stopped conducting his experiments.


Some heroes would die rather than admit something that they don’t believe in. Why didn’t Galileo defend what he believed to the death? Maybe he wanted to live to make more discoveries. Or perhaps he knew that, whether he lived or died, the truth would eventually be known. And of course, it was. Today everyone, even the Catholic Church, believes that Galileo was right.


In the end, Galileo’s greatest legacy is not any one of his inventions or discoveries, but his search for truth, even in the face of ignorant laws and rulers. In Galileo’s day, the enemy of truth was people clinging to unproven beliefs. What is the enemy of truth today?







MAKE A DIFFERENCE!3







JACOB BARNETT


Jacob Barnett shocked his parents when, at three years old, he was solving five-thousand-piece puzzles and memorizing road maps. He taught himself geometry, trigonometry, algebra, and calculus, all within a week! He enrolled in his first college-level astrophysics class when he was eight, and at twelve, he was working on expanding Einstein’s theory of relativity. Jacob has asperger’s syndrome, a mild form of autism. His family, professors, and classmates show him respect and support as he explores concepts most people can’t understand.
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Blaise Pascal


1623–1662 [image: image] MATHEMATICIAN, SCIENTIST, AND PHILOSOPHER FRANCE




No matter how little time he had left for [math], he made such strides that at the age of sixteen he wrote a paper on the conic sections which was considered such an important intellectual achievement that it was said nothing so powerful had been seen since Archimedes.


—GILBERTE PASCAL, BLAISE’S SISTER




Twelve-year-old Blaise froze silently as he waited to hear the front door close, signaling his father’s departure. With a thump, the wood door fell into place, and Blaise scurried to pull out his math notes. He’d been examining triangles and felt he was on the verge of discovering something important.


He loved shapes, but his father, Étienne, forbade him from learning mathematics, particularly geometry, until he was fifteen. Étienne believed that classic studies like Latin should be learned first and feared that his son would abandon them if he had the chance to study math. But Blaise couldn’t help himself! The fact that his father had banished all books and objects related to math only fueled his desire to study them.


Blaise tapped his quill on the corners of the triangle he’d just drawn. He realized that if he combined the angles of all the corners, they would make two right angles, ninety degrees each. He quickly drew another triangle with all different angles. It was true again!


The young mathematician was so engrossed in his discovery that he didn’t hear his father enter and walk up behind him until it was too late. He’d been found out.






Blaise loved shapes. His most famous research has to do with cones, cycloids (the curve created if you were to track the movement of a specific point on a ball as it rolled in a straight line), and triangles.
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“What are you doing?” his father asked.


“I’m . . .” Blaise fumbled for a good excuse but realized he had none. “I’m investigating a certain matter.”


Étienne leaned over to examine his son’s notes. Without a word, he nodded, turned, and walked away. Later that night, Blaise’s father explained to him that he had discovered the truth of Euclid’s thirty-second proposition—that the angles of any triangle add up to 180 degrees.


“I want you to have this.” He held out a leather-bound book.


Blaise ran his fingers over the smooth cover—it was Euclid’s Elements, Book I. His father was granting him permission to study math!


Blaise Pascal was born in a small town in France, but when his mother died when he was just three years old, his father moved Blaise and his three sisters to Paris. Étienne didn’t like the schools in Paris, though, so he decided to teach his children himself, which is when he made the wretched no-math rule. After Blaise’s secret math studies had been found out, though, his father let him study math as much as he wanted—as long as he continued to learn Latin—and he could even go to the mathematical academy meetings with his dad!


Age sixteen was a big year for Blaise. He developed his first theorem—a mathematical theory that can be proven—calling it the mystic hexagram. Then he wrote a book called Essay on Conic Sections. When his father was relocated to Rouen to be a tax collector that same year, Blaise started thinking of a device that would help with all the math involved in his father’s job. It would be complicated, though, because French money was not in multiples of ten. Instead, there were twelve diniers in a sol and twenty sols in a livre. But by 1645, he had it! Blaise had invented a calculating machine, much like the digital calculators we use today. It was called a Pascaline.






Blaise studied a certain kind of triangle so much, it was named after him, even though he wasn’t the first person to work with it.
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Pascal’s triangle is made up of numbers, the top row being a one. Moving down from there, numbers in rows are determined by adding the two numbers above them. It may sound simple, but the mathematical formula for this is:
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When his father suffered a terrible accident and couldn’t leave the house, the Pascals found support in the religious community, particularly the Jansenists. People from the church came to the house to help Blaise and his sisters and to teach them about a convent called Port Royal.


At this time, Blaise was still studying math and conducting experiments. He was fascinated with atmospheric pressure and the possibility of a vacuum—a place where no atmospheric pressure exists. In 1648 he proved that pressure in the atmosphere decreases the farther it is from the Earth. From this, he deduced that space must be a vacuum. René Descartes, another famous French mathematician at the time, often argued with Blaise about this theory, but we now know that Blaise was right.


Blaise also developed the theory of probability with Pierre de Fermat. The two men realized they had been thinking the same thing at almost the same time and decided to work together. They focused on the dice problem, which asks how many times one must throw a pair of dice before double sixes can be expected, and the problem of points, which asks how to divide the stakes in an unfinished game of dice.


The more Blaise learned about Jansenism during this time, though, the more he focused on religion. Jansenism teaches that followers should devote all their time to God, so in 1654, three years after his father died, Blaise moved to Port Royal. From this time on, his mathematical writings are rare and short, though often profound. He did take on philosophical and religious writing, though, especially when his friend Antoine Arnauld went to trial for his Jansenist beliefs. Blaise anonymously published eighteen Provincial Letters that appeared to be between two friends—one in the city and one in the country—who make fun of the Jesuits, the most influential Christians of the time.






Blaise invented the syringe. Imagine what life would be like today without that!
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Blaise also wrote Pensées, his philosophy on religion. Here, his writing maintains his methodical writing style and sometimes sounds almost as if he’s solving theorems of geometry or probability. He writes, “If God does not exist, one will lose nothing by believing in him, while if he does exist, one will lose everything by not believing.”


Through much of his later life, Blaise suffered from stomach and head pain. Shortly after writing Pensées, the pain was so bad that Blaise could not fall asleep, and he lay awake thinking about math. He studied cycloids and decided he should challenge his fellow mathematicians, so he wrote two theorems, which he invited his colleagues to prove.


In his last years, he once again abandoned math and focused on the church, attending service after service whenever he wasn’t giving to the poor.







HOW WILL YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE?







My dream is to become an aerospace engineer and create exploratory vehicles that go to Pluto and Proxima Centauri. I might design public shuttles to the moon and Mars with fuel tanks that could be fastened on in case of fire; sleeping cabins close to the galley, oxygen, and food supplies; and nuclear-powered engines. The ejectable sleeping cabins would have ram motors—motors that magnetically attract the hydrogen thinly spread through space and then burn it with an oxidizer. I can see it all now, me a famous aerospace engineer changing the way people travel.
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Kangxi


1654–1722 [image: image] EMPEROR [image: image] CHINA




He deserves to be called a wise ruler through the middle years of his reign.


—FREDERICK W. MOTE, AUTHOR




Seven-year-old Xuanye looked on as his father moaned from his bed, sick with a fever and a rash. The Emperor Shunzhi had smallpox. Although Xuanye had survived the disease when he was younger, most people who developed the rash back then didn’t live for long.


“It’s up to you now,” Shunzhi told his son. “Be a wise ruler.”


Xuanye nodded solemnly. He would be the youngest emperor in the history of China.


Once Xuanye became emperor, his name was changed to Kangxi, and he was the second ruler in the Qing Dynasty of China. Because Kangxi was only seven when his father appointed him emperor, he also appointed four advisers to help him. These men were corrupt, though, and wanted the throne for themselves. They plotted to kick Kangxi out of his role as emperor, and one even had another one killed to beat out the competition! By the time Kangxi was fourteen, he’d had enough of it, and he fired the one remaining adviser so he could rule on his own.


Kangxi is known for bringing cultures together. He was multicultural—Manchurian on his father’s side, Han Chinese on his mother’s, and Mongolian on his grandmother’s—and he felt he was a stronger person because of it. He learned the Mongolian tradition of riding horses, knew the Manchurian skill of hunting with a bow and arrow, and studied Confucian thought per the Han Chinese tradition.


Not everyone in Asia thought multiculturalism was a good thing, though, and Ming Dynasty followers in the south and in Taiwan resisted Kangxi’s rule. Likewise, the northern borders were churning with unrest as Mongolians clashed against Kangxi and Russia invaded. Kangxi responded with many trips to the south to talk with the Ming followers. He showed his respect for their traditions and culture by asking them to write a history of the Ming Dynasty. Then he went to Mongolia. When the Mongolians saw Kangxi with his eighty thousand troops and hundreds of cannons, while they had just bows and arrows, they didn’t fight back. Finally, Kangxi met with Russian rulers to sign a treaty about the border. It was the first time in a many years that China had not been at war.






Because the emperor’s staff could not all be trusted, Kangxi developed a secure way of passing messages to his reliable officials who worked in other parts of the country. He’d put the message in a box, lock it, and then send it with the messenger. The official had the only other key for that box, so Kangxi knew no one else would read the message.
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Kangxi was also fascinated with Western culture. During his rule, Jesuit missionaries from the Christian world came to China. They taught Kangxi about astronomy and medicine, and he taught them about Confucian thought and Chinese traditions. This friendship came in handy when Kangxi caught malaria when he was forty. Chinese medicine didn’t know how to cure the disease, so he would have died for sure. But his missionary friends gave him quinine, which cured him. Unfortunately, the pope of the Christian church wasn’t as open-minded as Kangxi, and he declared it unholy for anyone to practice Chinese traditions. Kangxi responded by asking the missionaries to leave China.






Kangxi was the first Chinese emperor to play the piano. Pianos had been part of only Western culture before, but Kangxi thought they were beautiful.
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Kangxi loved language. When he was a boy, he memorized all the important Chinese texts, and as a father, he made his sons study them too. As a ruler, he’d already asked the Ming followers to compile a history of the dynasty, but he wanted people to be working on other books as well. He hired a committee to write a Chinese dictionary. In Chinese, words are represented by symbols—called characters—instead of combinations of letters. The dictionary the committee created for Kangxi include forty-seven thousand characters! Only about a fourth of those are used today, but that dictionary was used for about two hundred years. Kangxi also focused on literature. He hired another committee to compile the Quantangshi, an anthology of more than fifty thousand poems by 2,200 authors. New editions of this book are still being published today.







HOW WILL YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE?







I want to be a photographer for a nature magazine. I would like to take really interesting pictures of misunderstood or feared species and write articles about why we should respect them like any other animal. My role in this would be to provide the knowledge it takes to convince people to stop fearing strange animals and to start to know just how beautiful they truly are. Whether they’re winged or clawed, scaled or finned, they are all wonderful, fascinating forms of life and need to be recognized as their true selves, not as monsters or nightmares, but as fellow creatures that can amaze us if we just take the time to discover them.
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart


1756–1791 [image: image] COMPOSER [image: image] AUSTRIA




I declare to you on my honour that he is the greatest composer who ever lived.


—JOSEPH HAYDN, COMPOSER, SPEAKING OF MOZART




Five-year-old Wolfgang could not hold it in anymore. All morning the music had run through his head, and he just had to write it down. He waited impatiently until his father, Leopold, went out for a coffee with a friend. Grabbing a quill and his father’s inkwell and forgetting that he had not yet learned to write, he filled a page with smudgy notes.


“What are you doing?!” Leopold burst in on the boy.


“I am writing a concerto. It will be done soon,” replied Wolfgang calmly, already sure of himself. Both men laughed and winked at each other. How cute, they thought . . . the boy imitating his father, the court composer for the archbishop of Salzburg, Austria. But when Leopold read the notes, he began to cry for joy. His tiny son had indeed written a complicated and well-organized concerto.






Mozart’s whole name was Johann Chrysostomus Wolfgang Gottlieb Mozart. Gottlieb means, in German, “God-loved.” After dropping the first two names, and changing Gottlieb to its Latin synonym (AMA=love; DEUS=God), he was known as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.
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This ink-stained beginning was the first of over six hundred pieces of music that Mozart wrote, many of them complex symphonies he created in one sitting. He said that, before he wrote a single note, he heard the entire piece in his head, sometimes with as many as twelve different instruments. He wrote feverishly, perfectly, with no revising. Many people then and now consider Mozart to be the greatest composer the world has ever known.


Unlike today, when geniuses like Mark Zuckerberg earn big money from investors, in Mozart’s day talented people could only find success if they won the favor of royalty. Instead of being seen as artists, they were seen merely as craftsman, like a good carpenter or tailor. If you had talent then, your only hope was to be noticed and rewarded by your king or queen.


Mozart’s dad, knowing that he had a child prodigy on his hands, saw young Wolfgang as the family’s ticket to fame and fortune. So when Wolfgang was six, his father took him and his sister Nannerl, who was also talented, on a three-year tour of Europe. Dressed up as a miniature adult, complete with a powdered white wig, Wolfgang performed musical tricks, like instantly playing any new piece given to him or playing the harpsichord with the keys hidden under a cloth.






Beethoven was one of Mozart’s piano students.
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Wolfgang and Nannerl played for the kings and queens of Austria, France, and England, and everyone loved the talented children. Love, however, did not pay the bills, and Wolfgang’s father was constantly frustrated by the stinginess of the royal families. They often would reward his children with nothing more than a golden snuffbox or some other small trinket.






Young Mozart charmed the empress of Austria when he asked her little daughter, Marie, to marry him. Marie grew up to be the famous Marie Antoinette, queen of France. Perhaps she should’ve married Mozart—she died at the guillotine when rebels overthrew the French monarchy.
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When the family returned to Salzburg, the archbishop there accused Mozart’s father of writing all the music his young son had composed. The archbishop locked Wolfgang in a palace room for a week and ordered him to write some music for the church. It took Wolfgang less than seven days to produce a musical score of 208 sheets of paper. The archbishop was convinced. When Mozart was just fourteen, he wrote and directed his first opera.


Wolfgang spent his entire childhood touring, except for brief visits back to Salzburg and time recovering from smallpox, typhoid, and other illnesses. These illnesses probably contributed to his early death. By age twenty-one, Wolfgang had traveled all over Europe, composing and performing sonatas, concertos, symphonies, church music, music for string quartets, and opera for kings and queens.


It is easy to think that geniuses have it easy. But with music flowing out of his fingertips as fast as most people form a sentence, Mozart had to answer to people who saw him as unusual, a person who didn’t have to work hard:






If you want to learn more about Mozart’s life, check out the movie AMADEUS.
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It is a mistake to think that the practice of my art has become easy to me. I assure you, dear friend, no one has given so much care to the study of composition as I. There is scarcely a famous master in music whose works I have not frequently and diligently studied.4




Despite his genius and amazing devotion to his craft, as an adult, Mozart usually could not scrape together enough coins to pay for food, fuel, or rent. He was often at the mercy of stingy noblemen who took advantage of his skills while paying him very little to write what he considered boring, uninspired pieces for their parties. When he did finally find a patron, he couldn’t even ask for a decent salary, but instead had to humbly take whatever was offered. He also had to suffer the embarrassment, even though he was praised as the most divinely inspired composer ever, of being seated at the servants’ table.






Once a friend stopped by Mozart’s apartment and found him and his wife waltzing wildly. “What are you doing dancing with no music?” he asked. “Keeping warm,” answered Mozart. The couple had no money for firewood.
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Even though the times he lived in made it hard to earn money, Mozart compounded his own problems: when he did have money, he blew it. Have you ever noticed that the smartest kid in class can never find his calculator, or that your brilliant mother is always losing her purse? Sometimes the smartest people seem to struggle with the more practical matters of life. That was Mozart. Because he was so bad at making and keeping money, Mozart never earned enough to relax. Instead of being able to compose music, which was all he wanted to do, Mozart had to teach piano most of the day, perform at small parties in the evenings, and then squeeze in his composing during the very latest hours.


Mozart worked nonstop and grew weaker and more exhausted as he got older. At thirty-five he received a fearful omen: a mysterious stranger appeared at his door and asked him to write a requiem mass (a funeral song). The stranger would not reveal his identity, and as Mozart worked on the requiem, his health got worse and worse. He became convinced the stranger was a messenger from God and that he was writing his own funeral music. He was. Mozart died before the piece was finished.


Mozart was famous in his lifetime and even more famous today. There has never been another genius like him. The music that poured out of Mozart more than two hundred years ago is still played, in television commercials, in movie soundtracks, and of course in concert halls. You may not know that you know Mozart, but you do; his music is all around us.






MAKE A DIFFERENCE!






NOAH GRAY-CABEY


Most known for his acting roles in Heroes and My Wife and Kids, Noah Gray-Cabey actually got his start as a pianist. He started playing when he was just a toddler, and when he was five, he set the record as the youngest person to ever play at the Sydney Opera Hall. It was actually his musical talent that caught the eye of television shows like The Tonight Show with Jay Leno and Dateline, which then led to appearances and finally recurring roles on hit series. Noah also cofounded Action in Music, which helps spread music around the world.
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John Quincy Adams


1767–1848 [image: image] PRESIDENT, POLITICIAN, AND ABOLITIONIST UNITED STATES




If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become more, you are a leader.
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