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Chapter 1

Bear Country’s Two-Hundredth

Every spring, Bear Country’s citizens celebrated Bear Country Independence Day with a host of festivities. In Beartown, for instance, the day’s events would start in the town square, where Mayor Horace J. Honeypot would give a long, boring speech about freedom, democracy, and the Bear Country way. Then came the fun. Bears dressed as soldiers from the Revolutionary Bear War would march down Main Street, led by Mr. Honeycomb, Bear Country School’s principal, dressed as the nation’s first president, George Grizzington. Behind Mr. Honeycomb would be Mervyn “Bullhorn” Grizzmeyer, Bear Country School’s vice principal, dressed as Bearjamin Franklin, Bear Country’s first secretary of state. And directly behind Mr. Grizzmeyer would come the Bear Country School Marching Band, playing patriotic songs from long ago. In the evening, folks would gather in the fields near Birder’s Woods to watch a spectacular fireworks show.
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But one year everyone knew well ahead of time that things were going to be different on Independence Day. That’s because it wasn’t just any Independence Day that was coming up. It was extra special.

“So what’s going to be so different about this Independence Day?” Sister Bear asked her brother as they walked down the main hall of Bear Country School on their way to class. It was just a few mornings before the big day.

“Everything’ll be twice as big as usual,” said Brother. “Mayor Honeypot’s speech will be twice as long and twice as boring. The parade will go down Elm Street as well as Main Street. And the fireworks display will be twice as spectacular.”

“Just because it’s the whaddya-call-it? Centennial?”
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“No,” said Cousin Fred, who often read the dictionary for fun. “The centennial happened a hundred years ago, on Bear Country’s hundredth birthday. This Independence Day will be Bear Country’s two-hundredth birthday. That’s called a bicentennial.”

“Whatever,” said Sister. “Anyway, it’ll be fun. I wish the celebration started today.”

“In a way, it does,” said Brother. “Remember Mr. Dweebish, the history professor from Big Bear University?”

“Sure,” said Sister. “I was in his class on Foundations of Democracy last year. He was great.”

“Well, he’s coming back to Bear Country School for three days of lectures about George Grizzington, in honor of the bicentennial,” said Brother. “He’ll be here sometime this morning.”

“Cool!” said Sister. “It’ll be great to see him again.”

But Mr. Dweebish wasn’t the only one returning to Bear Country School that morning. Hurrying down the hall came Mr. Honeycomb, just back from a week-long principals’ conference.

“Uh-oh,” said Fred. “Honeycomb’s back. He always gets back from those conferences with some kind of a bee in his bonnet.”

“I wonder what’s buzzing this time,” said Sister.

“Depends on what kind of conference it was,” said Brother. “But we’ll know that soon enough.”

Mr. Grizzmeyer had just emerged from his office and was heading down the hall toward the cubs. He and Mr. Honeycomb were within earshot of the cubs when their paths met. “Well, Mr. H,” said Grizzmeyer, “how was the efficiency conference?”

“Excellent,” said Mr. Honeycomb. “It made me resolve to honor the bicentennial by improving Bear Country School’s efficiency. We’ll start by eliminating all waste. I’m about to get on the public address system and cancel classes for this morning. All students will participate in a schoolwide cleanup.” He pointed to a bulletin board on the hallway wall. “Look at that mess! I’ll bet most of those notices are years old. They’re waste, Mr. G. Eliminate them!” He strode off toward his office.
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Before the public address system had uttered so much as a crackle, Mr. Grizzmeyer had ordered Brother, Sister, and Fred to clear off the bulletin board. In fact, he had put them in charge of clearing off all the bulletin boards in the school.
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Chapter 2

An Incredible Discovery

Clearing off all the school bulletin boards was a big job. Fortunately, the cubs picked up a couple of helpers along the way: Queenie McBear and Ferdy Factual. By the time the bell rang for morning recess, they had filled five big plastic trash bags with old notices and announcements. They dragged the bags to Mr. Honeycomb’s office and knocked.

“It’s open,” called Mr. Honeycomb.

Brother opened the door and patted his trash bag. “We’re done, Mr. H,” he said. “Where should we take the bags?”
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“I’ll call Grizzly Gus on the intercom,” said Mr. Honeycomb. Gus was the school janitor. “He’ll bring his trash cart and take them away. Are you sure you got all the bulletin boards?”

“Yep,” said Brother. “All the hallway and classroom boards, and the big one in the cafeteria, too.”

“What about the teachers’ lounge?” asked Mr. Honeycomb.

“Teachers’ lounge?” said Fred. “Is there one in there?”

“Of course,” said Mr. Honeycomb. “And it’s the worst of all. I can’t remember the last time it was cleaned off. I’ll have Gus bring you a couple more trash bags.”

“But what about recess?” said Queenie.

“You’ll just have to work quickly so you don’t miss all of it,” said Mr. Honeycomb. “It’ll be a good lesson in efficiency.”

The cubs got new bags from Gus and headed for the teachers’ lounge. “I’ll be glad when Mr. H gets off this efficiency kick,” grumbled Queenie as they walked. “Who would have thought we’d start the bicentennial celebration by missing recess?”

“Actually,” said Ferdy, “one could argue that recess should be eliminated altogether. As a matter of efficiency.”

“How’s that?” said Queenie.

“It’s a waste of time,” said Ferdy.

“Only if your idea of relaxing between classes is reading an atomic physics textbook,” sneered Queenie.

Moments later, the cubs were standing before the bulletin board in the teachers’ lounge. None of them had ever set foot in the lounge before. Ordinarily, it was off-limits to cubs. Now they studied it carefully, the way cubs do in a place reserved for grown-ups. What they took in was a strange combination of old and new, of antique and modern. There were modern tables and chairs, a coffeemaker, snack and soda machines. But the room itself was anything but modern.
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“Wow,” said Sister. “This doesn’t look anything like our classrooms.”

“That’s because the classrooms have been redone several times,” said Fred. “But this room hasn’t. It’s the original town meeting room, and it hasn’t changed since Bear Country School was first built, except for some new coats of paint. I know because I just finished a history project on Bear Country School.”

“How old is Bear Country School?” asked Brother.

“Over two hundred years old,” said Fred. “It was the first public building in Beartown.”

“I’ll bet that bulletin board was the first one in Beartown, too,” said Queenie. “Just look at it.”

Along the top of it, peeking out from behind a thick coat of notices and announcements, was a wooden edge, all chipped and splintered. The teachers’ lounge bulletin board was just that: an old wooden board.
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“We’d better get to work,” said Brother. “These notices must be three inches thick!”

The first layer of notices was from that year. But soon the cubs were into years past. And after a while, they were into years long past.

“Hey, look at this one!” said Sister. “‘Gert Grizzly will show her award-winning sixth-grade project, “The War on Germs,” to faculty and staff on Friday, October 25, after school.’ That’s Dr. Gert!”

“Already on her way to becoming a doctor,” said Ferdy.

“Whoa!” said Queenie. “Get a load of this! ‘Actual Factual has received a one-day suspension for making a rotten-egg smell in chemistry.’ Hey, Ferdy, that’s your uncle—on his way to becoming a scientist.”

“May I have that?” said Ferdy.

“Sure,” said Queenie. “What do you want it for?”

“It could come in handy next time I need a favor from Uncle Actual,” said Ferdy with a grin.

Before long, the cubs had come across notices from a hundred years earlier and more. Some famous names popped up. Horace Grizzly, the great journalist, was to give a lecture in the town meeting room. General Ulysses S. Bear would talk about military strategy during the War Between the Clans. There was even an announcement of the Bear Country centennial festivities, including a speech in the town square by Mayor Hector J. Honeypot, Horace J. Honeypot’s great-grandfather.
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Some of the old notices were printed, others handwritten in ink. All were faded, on paper yellowed by time. The cubs were fascinated. They stared long and hard at each new discovery.

“Something tells me we shouldn’t throw these really old ones away,” said Brother after a while.

“Of course not,” said Ferdy. “They should go straight to the Bearsonian Institution. There may well be a place for them in its historical wing.”

At last, there was only one notice left. Its corners were stuck to the board with wax—very old wax—and it was right in the center of the board, as if it had been the very first notice ever displayed there. It was so old that it was covered with brown blotches and its edges were jagged and uneven. Even so, the fine, flowing handwriting on it was plainly visible. Craning their necks, the cubs pressed forward to read it.
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“Fummon thee?” said Queenie.

“Feven o’clock?” said Brother.

“Purfuit of Happineff?” said Queenie.

“That’s how they wrote two hundred years ago,” said Fred. “They made s’s look like f’s.”

“Oh, my goodness!” cried Ferdy. “The chap who wrote this signed his name at the bottom. And look who it was!”

At the bottom of the announcement, as clear as day, were the words General George Grizzington.

“George Grizzington!” said Sister. “The father of Bear Country!”

“The first president of Bear Country!” said Queenie.

“But he wrote this when he was still General George Grizzington, commander of the Revolutionary Bear Army,” Fred pointed out.

“Do you think it’s real?” said Brother.

“Of course!” said Fred. “Just look at it.”

As always, Ferdy was skeptical. “Don’t be so easily fooled,” he yawned. “It’s obviously a prank. A bicentennial prank. Too-Tall probably did it.”

“Oh, please!” groaned Queenie. “Too-Tall isn’t smart enough to pull a stunt like this. His idea of a bicentennial prank is throwing water bombs at the marching band!”

Ferdy put his chin in his hand and eyed the notice again. “Hmm,” he said. “You may have a point there.”

When the bell rang, ending recess, the cubs didn’t even notice. They were still completely engrossed in the amazing document on the ancient bulletin board.
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