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			For Starters…

			If my son, Christian, thought one of these true stories was boring, it was rethought, researched, and rewritten. If he thought it was still boring, it was axed.

			“These guys are real heroes,” I kept telling him.

			“I don’t know, Dad, history is old and boring,” he kept saying.

			“But one charged machine gun nests. Another was the original Tony Stark—you know, Iron Man. Yet another sailed across an ocean on a raft. They explored, they fought for their lives, and they went to places no human had ever gone to before.”

			“Well, that sort of sounds cool.”

			“Sort of? They did what they dreamed of doing. One of these guys—when he was twelve—even had a secret lab on a train. At least he did, until he almost burned the whole train up.”

			“What? Well, that might be cool. But you haven’t mentioned any shipwrecks or aliens and stuff.”

			“Two of these true stories have shipwrecks, another has an alien scare, and many others have crazy battles,” I told him. “These heroes will show you how to do all of this cool stuff. You can’t just go off adventuring if you don’t know anything. What better way to learn than from real heroes who did really awesome stuff—things too cool for your schoolbooks?”

			“If it’s too cool for schoolbooks, then, well, it has to be cool,” he said.

			“And you’ll find that all of these heroes have traits in common,” I said. “At first you might think an ancient Roman can’t have anything in common with a cowboy or that a Native American warrior would never be anything like an athlete, but heroes often have a lot in common with each other. This is why, even though they might have lived a long time ago and in very different cultures, the traits of these heroes can help you achieve your dreams.”

			“Okay,” he said, “enough explaining, Dad. Let’s get to the adventures.”

			And such is how Christian became this book’s first and most important editor, a book with heroic moments from the real lives of men who did big things. All of these true stories are kept to about a fifteen-minute read—the ideal length for a nighttime story.

		

	
		
			Part I

			You Can Be the Hero of Your Story
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			Chapter One

			An American Hero Rises

			Fiery musket flashes were exploding in the deep shadows of the forest. The guns were making this thunderous booming, like a barrage of thumping explosions at the end of a Fourth of July fireworks show. Only this was no fireworks display: Those were gunshots coming from hundreds of muskets held by Native American warriors.

			Bullets were slamming into fourteen hundred British and American soldiers. Those soldiers were fighting underneath the July morning sun, standing shoulder to shoulder in meadows below leafy green ridges flashing with gunfire.

			The long rows of British troops were in red coats, while the American colonials alongside them were wearing all sorts of things. The troops in the meadows were strung out in a long line stretching out of sight. There were horses, wagons, cannons, those fourteen hundred men—living and dead—and dozens of women who’d come to help clean and cook.1

			Blue gunpowder smoke hung like a sulfur fog over the meadows. The smoke was so thick in the old-growth forest it was hard to even see the hundreds of Native American warriors—Odawa, Ojibwe, Potawatomi, and more2—moving like ghosts between trees in what is now western Pennsylvania.

			Sure, the British had brought up their cannons, but those howitzers had mostly been silenced, as most of the soldiers in the cannon crews—men who’d come all the way from Europe for that very job—had been killed or wounded.3

			Meanwhile, screams from the British soldiers and American forces were deafening. So many men were hollering in fear and crying out in horrifying fits of pain that listening to them had to be maddening. Many were already dead. Those men were lying face up or face down in the grass of the meadows.

			And then there was the psychological trauma built up over months as they’d cut their way through the wilderness. Ever since they entered the deep ocean of a forest, the British and American soldiers had been living with the real fear they might be shot down and scalped at any moment (some Native American warriors would use a knife to cut the skin and hair off the top of an enemy’s head, so they could keep it as a trophy). In fact, some of the British and American men who fell behind, or who simply walked out of sight to satisfy a call of nature, were later found dead and scalped. Night after night, that horrifying reality had been talked about around campfires.

			But the warriors in the forest around them were hardly silent: Crazed screams were coming from the trees. Those were from Native Americans warriors who’d allied with the French, shrieking their blood-curdling war whoops as they moved. That was the most feared sound on the frontier: It came screech-owl loud and it was designed to make men tremble and run. But there was nowhere to run—those soldiers knew no help could possibly come for them, as they were over one hundred miles beyond the frontier.

			Among the men hired to help with the wagons was a young Daniel Boone, a pioneer who would become so famous that generations of children would, two centuries later, sing a theme song to a TV show about him and his adventures.4 But on that day in 1755, Boone would barely escape with his life.

			Just before the battle began, the British and American forces had crossed the Monongahela River by wading across its brown, slow current with their muskets held over their shoulders. They were marching to take a French fort known as Fort Duquesne. That fort was located on a fork of the Ohio River, just east of what is now Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The soldiers were fighting in what would become known as a key battle in the French and Indian War.

			This war is easy to understand: Just picture those original thirteen colonies from Maine to Georgia. Now realize that west of those British colonies, and all those farms and early settlers, was what they called “the wilderness.” Native American tribes mostly controlled all that wilderness then, but the French had forts and trading posts on the Great Lakes, on some of the major rivers, and they had forts and colonies in Canada. So, a lot of the early American colonists wanted to push into the frontier to make farms and towns out in the wilderness. But that wasn’t so easy because that land was controlled by many tribes.

			That mad battle was all around George Washington—yeah, that George Washington. He was just twenty-three years old on that July day in 1755, and he was then a colonel in the Virginia colonial army. Actually, he’d only just rejoined the long line of soldiers marching toward the French fort.

			As an aide to General Edward Braddock, the British general in charge of this army, Washington advised the general to send a “flying column” of over a thousand soldiers ahead; General Braddock agreed. But before the soldiers left, Washington became sick and weak with dysentery (meaning he needed to constantly and painfully drop his pants and squat down to relieve himself) so he had been temporarily taken out of action.5

			So, Washington was not with the head of those forces when that long column of marching troops crossed those meadows and headed up a ridge. He wasn’t there when the British ran into hundreds of Native American warriors and some French and Canadian soldiers coming to stop them.

			The British advance guard was commanded by then–Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Gage; incredibly, Washington would face off against General Gage a few decades later in the American Revolution, but at that time, they were on the same side.

			The British troops ran right into the French-led forces. That army was commanded by Captain Daniel Liénard de Beaujeu, who had around eight hundred men: 108 French troops, 146 Canadian militia, and about 600 Native Americans. Those French-led forces were coming fast in hopes of catching the British and American forces as they crossed the wide river.

			When the armies met, both sides raised their flintlocks and fired. At first, the British muskets smashed the French and Native Americans, driving them back into the trees. Captain de Beaujeu was shot and killed, but then the more agile Native Americans moved around the British troops and began shooting at them from the cover of the trees. It didn’t take long for the Native Americans to chase the British out of the woods and into the meadows.

			Washington was on horseback as the British fell back in panic,6 and that was when the momentum of the battle really shifted. The Native Americans weren’t lining up or charging into the meadows: They were staying in the trees and trying to shoot down the British officers and the cannon crews. Some thirty-four of forty-nine British officers would be killed that morning.

			Even with all the musket balls being shot at him, George Washington kept riding back and forth and ordering soldiers to hold their ground.

			The British and Americans were not quickly shot down because most, if not all, of the bullets flying were fired from smoothbore muskets. The barrels of those guns did not have rifling grooves, so the bullets flew out like knuckleballs—beyond about fifty yards, they weren’t accurate enough to reliably hit a man-sized target. Rifles, in contrast, have grooves in their barrels to make a bullet spin like a fastball, which makes them much more accurate at longer ranges.

			At about that time, one of these big, lead bullets smashed into the horse George Washington was riding.

			Washington leapt off the dying horse. Even as he did, there is no doubt he tried to keep all of his emotions off his face as he lost that cushion on his saddle: Staying composed even as enemy soldiers were trying to shoot at him was the English soldier’s ideal, and anything less was unmanly. British and other European soldiers were drilled and trained to line up shoulder to shoulder and aim down their musket barrels at their enemies. When they did this, they’d be close enough to see the expressions on their enemy’s faces. When someone near them fell dead, they were just supposed to step right or left to fill in the ranks. Any flinch or attempt to find cover was deemed cowardly on the eighteenth-century battlefield in Europe. But on that day in the American wilderness, they weren’t fighting a foe that would play by those old European rules.

			When the British soldiers did advance, the Native American warriors just went deeper into the forest. When the British soldiers halted, as they must have in their heavy clothes and with their ten-pound Brown Bess muskets and more pounds of gunpowder, bullets, and other gear, the Native Americans would just turn around and go back to shooting them from the cover of the sea of trees.

			Amidst all of that death and chaos, George Washington somehow found another horse. Washington sat tall once again in a saddle and kept urging the soldiers to hold their ground.

			Then, as Washington rode along the line, a bullet hit his stiff, blue wool coat, but didn’t injure him, though the impact must have felt something like a one-hundred-mile-per-hour fastball grazing a batter.

			If the large lumps of lead used as bullets for smoothbore muskets in those days hit someone, they’d smash their way into their body and deform and even partially disintegrate, leaving fragments of lead inside—that was one big reason why surgeons back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries would just cut wounded parts off soldiers; after all, if they sewed someone up but missed some fragment of lead (easy to do with all the blood and no X-rays back then), the wound would turn gangrenous and eventually kill the injured person.

			If Washington felt the impact of that or other lead bullets that kept just missing his body, he probably didn’t think about it for long. How could he? All around him were dead and wounded British and colonial Americans. He could see some of the troops from state militias taking cover. Those troops—who were mostly farmers—were shooting back from whatever log or rock they could hide behind.

			Incredibly, when the attack began, colonial militias from Virginia and North Carolina quickly moved into the trees to get cover, but the British thought these colonial Americans were acting like cowards.7 So, instead of adjusting to the battle tactics of the Native Americans, the British soldiers were ordered to stand their ground and keep firing into the trees. Because of that, even as the Americans tried to take the fight to the enemy, many of the Americans were shot dead by British soldiers.

			Sometime around that point, George Washington had a second horse shot out from under him; a total of four bullets smashed through his coat that morning.8 If he had just been leaning a little differently in the saddle, he would already have been one of the dead or wounded, but there was no time for him to consider imminent death.

			In that desperate point in the battle, General Braddock rode right up into the smoke-filled and bloodiest part of the fragmenting British line. Washington saw the general and managed to have a hurried conversation with him. According to Washington’s later remarks, he wanted the general to order his troops to stop firing into the Americans, and he wanted the British to adjust to the fight by taking cover.

			The general would have none of it. Whatever his choice words were in the roaring slaughter around them, he let Washington know he thought it cowardly to allow soldiers to take cover.

			Still, whatever would later be said about the pigheadedness of this British general, he was no coward.

			George Washington could do nothing more, so he went back to moving among the living, the dead, and dying and urging them, as he had to, to stand and fight.

			As he did, it was unlikely anyone was looking up to him in reverence. He wasn’t so famous then. Actually, he wasn’t even all that well thought of at the time: Not long before that battle, Washington led an ambush out on the frontier with some Native American allies of the British. They ambushed and killed French soldiers, but it was unclear that that was necessary. The French even claimed that Washington killed soldiers who were trying to deliver official correspondence to the British. After this ambush, Washington was surrounded as he tried to defend a hastily built fort. He had to surrender. Because of his actions, some historians have argued that Washington’s young and naive attack on the French had actually started the French and Indian War.9 But the conflict was inevitable.

			Soon, a bullet found General Braddock. He was badly wounded and needed to be taken off the field of battle. The dying army also needed to retreat.

			Washington, as one of the few officers who was not wounded, began to use the American soldiers as flankers in the trees to cover the others as they retreated back across the river. They had to leave the cannons in those meadows. They’d dragged these cannons through the forest and over the mountains of Appalachia for 115 miles. Getting them to the French fort seemed almost impossible, but they almost did it. They’d only been stopped ten miles from the fort. They’d worked so hard to get them there that parts of that road can actually still be seen in the forests of Maryland and Pennsylvania. That road has long been called “Braddock Road.”

			Washington was among the last of the retreating troops to cross the river, but it was hardly a perfect maneuver. The chaos of battle destroyed too much discipline. As the Americans waded back across the river and into the trees, they left many of the wounded in the meadows. Those fallen soldiers were on their own. As happened in the aftermath of other battles in that war for the frontier, the few French officers could not or would not restrain the Native Americans.

			The Native American warriors came out of the forest and scalped men alive. They smashed skulls with war clubs. They looted the wagons and took what they could find in the pockets of the wounded and dead soldiers. They captured women who’d come along to help cook and to otherwise take care of the men—ransoms were later paid to get many of them back. A few of the soldiers were spared, as were most of the women, but around a dozen soldiers were tortured and burned to death by the Native Americans on that July night. This horror was all witnessed by American prisoner James Smith.

			James Smith, eighteen years old at the time, had been captured in May of 1755 by Delaware warriors as he worked to build Braddock Road. He was taken to Fort Duquesne. Smith was forced to run a gauntlet of Native Americans that had lined up to beat him with clubs. Their vicious blows knocked him unconscious, but his life was spared. He was later ransomed and wrote about the horrors that happened to the British and Americans captured that day.10

			It was gruesome. The British and American forces were slaughtered—456 were killed and 422 were wounded. The French reported just twenty-three killed and sixteen wounded on their side.

			As for General Braddock, he died of his wounds three days after the retreat. He gave his red sash as a thank-you to George Washington for all he’d done to save what was left of the army. Washington then had General Braddock buried on Braddock Road. Washington didn’t mark the grave: He had wagons roll over the grave and troops march on it to obscure the fact it was a grave. He didn’t want the Native Americans to dig up the body and to take General Braddock’s scalp so they could brag they had killed the British general.

			But that was only a chapter in that true tale, not an end to the story.

			For the rest of his life, Washington remembered the scenes of the dead and the screams of the wounded as they were being scalped. He soon wrote that battlefield tactics needed to be altered in that “New World.” And the British did learn: They created ranger units that would attack deep into the interior of the continent. Those units fought more like the Native Americans. George Washington helped, training and leading the elite Virginia Regiment during that period.

			Then, just over three years later, George Washington was back with six thousand British and American soldiers to again attempt to take Fort Duquesne from the French. Washington marched under British Brigadier-General John Forbes. But there was no battle in the Pennsylvania forests that time: The French knew the tides of the war had shifted, so they destroyed the fort before the British and Americans soldiers arrived on November 24, 1758.

			Just a few decades later, George Washington would lead the Continental Army against the British. He had learned his lessons about fighting in the wilderness. He showed that even great men make big mistakes, but that a person who learns from their failures, however spectacular, can rise again. They might even, one day, become the hero of a nation.
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