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“Children are our most valuable resource.”

~Herbert Hoover, 31st U.S. President
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Preface I
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Throughout history kids have played a significant role in many fields. Kids created some of the most amazing inventions and have proven themselves to be significant in the field of sports. Some kids have become exceptional leaders. 

Many have displayed great courage in the most difficult of circumstances. In the following pages you are going to meet many amazing kids who have made numerous contributions to the world.

Meet the teenage boy who invented television. Marvel at the amazing baseball wizardry of Jackie Mitchell, a 16-year-old girl who struck out the two greatest baseball players in history. 

You’ll meet the small child who once advised President Abraham Lincoln to grow a beard. The president took the young girl’s advice and changed the face of the $5 bill forever.

Meet Tad Lincoln who started a Thanksgiving Day tradition. Meet 15-year-old Louis Braille who developed a system of reading and writing using raised dots and thus enabling the blind to better communicate.

Learn about George Nissen, a 16-year-old who invented a recreational device enjoyed by millions around the world for more than seventy years.

Read about the youngest Major League baseball player in history who stepped up to the mound at the unlikely age of 15.

Learn about the kid who discovered the lost sea, the second largest underground lake in the world. 

Read of the girl who named a planet and a daring teenage girl who worked as a lighthouse keeper and rescued many drowning sailors.

Marvel at the exploits of the courageous teenaged girl who is remembered as “The Teenage Paul Revere.”

Meet the young boys who helped to organize the largest labor strike in U.S. history. 

These and many other stories will amaze and perhaps inspire young minds and spur young readers to follow their dreams and to think outside the box. 
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The Amazing Jackie Mitchell:
The Girl Who Struck
Out Babe Ruth
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In March of 1931, the New York Yankees baseball team had just finished spring training in Florida and was on their way back to New York. As was the custom the team stopped in Chattanooga, Tennessee to play an exhibition game with the Chattanooga Lookouts, a Class AA minor League team.

The Lookouts were unique because they had a female on their roster. Her name was Virne Beatrice “Jackie” Mitchell. 

Jackie was born in 1914 and grew up living next door to a Minor League pitcher named Dazzy Vance who taught the young girl how to pitch. Jackie learned the skill well and when she was 16, she began playing for a woman’s team in Chattanooga. The following year she signed a contract to play for the Lookouts for the 1931 season.

On March 2nd, a capacity crowd of more than four-thousand spectators turned out to watch the Lookouts play the New York Yankees. Excitement hung in the air as the World Champion Yankees stepped onto the field. The team featured two of the most famous baseball players of all time, home run king, Babe Ruth, and a man known as “The Iron Horse,” Lou Gehrig.

The starting pitcher for the Lookouts threw a pitch to the Yankee’s lead-off batter Earle Combs who clobbered a double. Next up was Lyn Lary who hit a single up the middle.

The Lookout coach decided to take out the starting pitcher and sent Jackie to the mound as the mighty Babe Ruth stepped up to the plate. 

Ruth watched curiously as a young teenage girl prepared to face him, but Jackie showed no concern over the power of the slugger.

Jackie wound up and threw a high pitch the umpire called a ball. The next three pitches went straight into the strike zone and the mighty Babe Ruth struck out. 

The crowd gasped as the angry Babe Ruth stormed off the field. Next up was the Iron Horse, Lou Gehrig. He was more of a gentleman than Babe and never lost his temper in front of the fans.

Lou stepped up to home plate and Jackie let loose her first pitch.

“Strike!” cried the umpire. The crowd gasped. Could the teenage girl strike out Gehrig as well? some wondered. 

Jackie then hurled two more pitches across the plate striking out the venerable Gehrig. The stunned batter stepped back and smiled then tipped his hat at the young hurler. The crowd sat in silent disbelief.

News of Jackie’s strikeouts spread across the nation, and she became a celebrity.

[image: image]

16-year-old Jackie Mitchell shakes hands with Babe Ruth as Lou Gehrig looks on.

In the years that followed she played five seasons for the House of David and retired at the young age of 23 to work for her father, an eye doctor.

She died in 1987 and will forever be remembered as “The Girl Who Struck Out Babe Ruth.”  
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The Legend of the Lost Sea
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At the foot of the Great Smoky Mountains, there are enormous caverns named after their former owner, Chief Craighead of the Cherokee Nation.

The Cherokee had used the caverns as a meeting place and, in later years, the deep, dark tunnels were used by Confederate soldiers to make saltpeter, a component of gunpowder.

The caverns run extensively underneath the town of Sweetwater, Tennessee, a small town that consisted of just a few small businesses and many farms that dotted the area. 

Some in the town had explored a small part of the caverns but most dared not to venture into the caves because they could be very dangerous. It would be easy for someone to get lost in the cave and never make it back out. 

The caves were very large and spanned many miles. Lanterns and torches were the only tools available to light the way in the darkness. The caverns were so immense that there were large areas that had never been explored. 

Inside the caverns was a waterfall more than 30 feet tall that poured into an underground pond. Many people in the area had seen the waterfall, but no one knew the source of the water because the water seemed to cascade from within a column of rocks.

In 1905, a drought scorched the area of Sweetwater that left fields parched and caused many wells to go dry. Lakes and streams dried up as water became scarce. The summer heat was unbearable, and many local people went into the caverns where the temperature was always cool and comfortable. Some went into the caves with buckets to get water from the waterfall. One day, a 13-year-old boy named Ben Sands went into the cave to get water and discovered the waterfall had gone dry. With his lantern in hand Ben climbed up the slippery rocks and found an opening from which the water had once poured. Ben held the lantern up to the hole from which the water had ceased to pour and slowly began to crawl into the hole. He crawled through a muddy hole into what seemed like an endless tunnel with only darkness in the distance.

Ben crawled for a quarter of a mile until he came to an opening. He climbed out of the hole through the opening covered with mud and muck. He stood up, raised his lantern and realized he stood next to a large lake. The light from his lantern reflected off the water and was swallowed by the boundless darkness long before reaching the far wall. Ben called out and his voice echoed throughout the massive cavern. In total darkness he could not see the other side of the lake. 

Ben knelt and picked up a handful of mud and molded it into a mud ball. He hurled the mud ball into the darkness, hoping to hear it splatter against the wall. Instead, he heard a small splash as the mud hit the water. Ben then hurled mud balls into each direction. He never heard the mud balls splatter against the walls of the cave. All he heard was a splash as they hit the water. 

Ben smiled in amazement. He had found a large underground lake. He crawled back through the long tunnel leading out of the room where he had found the lake. He couldn’t wait to tell his family and friends of his amazing discovery.  

Ben went home and told his family of the underground lake. His father agreed to go out the next day and see the cave for himself. That night, Ben couldn’t sleep. Later that night it began to rain. The rain poured down very hard and didn’t let up for days. When the rain finally stopped Ben took his father to the cave to show him the lake. However, with water pouring through, the tunnel it was impossible to crawl through to the other side where the lake was. 

With the drought over, water kept pouring through the tunnel without stopping. Ben was never again able to take anyone to the underground lake. Many in the community believed Ben’s story and the legend of the Lost Sea was born. 

In 1945, another drought dried out the Sweetwater area and the waterfall inside the cave went dry once again. Explorers took this opportunity to crawl through the tunnel and try to find the fabled sea that Ben had spoken of 40 years earlier. The explorers found the lake Ben had spoken of and were amazed at the discovery. 

In the years that followed the Lost Sea was opened to tourists. Researchers and explorers continued to explore the depths of the cave and search for the source of the massive lake, but it has never been found. 
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The Lost Sea was discovered by a teenage boy.


Beneath the calm waters of the lake divers have discovered an even larger series of rooms filled with water. Thus far, no source for the water that feeds the lake has been found. One diver ventured into the water-filled rooms with a sonar device using sound waves to explore the caves. Hugging the wall to assure his ability to find his way back, he sent sound waves in all directions but found nothing but water.

Despite the efforts of divers, equipped with technical equipment, the full extent of the Lost Sea is still not known. The cave and lake have been mapped, but still much of the lake remains unexplored. The thirteen-acre lake is eight hundred feet long by two-hundred and twenty feet wide and as much as seventy-five feet deep. 

Researchers and explorers have discovered the bones of ancient jaguars that lived in the prehistoric period. Those bones are now on display at the American Museum of Natural History in New York.

Since Ben’s amazing discovery the cave was purchased by investors who decided to turn the caverns into a tourist attraction.

Through excavations engineers were able to open an entrance to the lake, which would allow tourists to see the natural wonder. The engineers built a metal tunnel through which more than 150,000 tourists pass each year. Once inside they walk along a brightly illuminated trail that takes them down a winding path to the lake discovered by Ben. At the lake there is a dock where electric-powered boats await the tourists and take them on a guided tour around the lake which is now home to hundreds of rainbow trout visible by underwater lighting. The boats have glass bottoms, enabling the tourists to see the fish swimming underneath. 

When the Lost Sea opened to the public for the first time in 1965, the investors decided it would be appropriate for Ben to be the first person to ride in the glass bottomed boats.

Ben was 73 years old at the time. He was delighted as he took the tour through the underground lake he had discovered. He met with friends and tourists and recounted his amazing adventure six decades earlier. ​
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The Girl Who Changed 
  the Face of History
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The presidential election of 1860 was not an easy one. It promised to be a close contest with Abraham Lincoln of Illinois running against three other candidates.

The family of 11-year-old Grace Bedell of Westfield, New York, supported Lincoln in his bid for the White House. However, having seen pictures of Lincoln, young Grace decided his face looked too thin. Therefore, she decided to write a letter to the candidate suggesting he grow a beard. She was convinced the whiskers could help him to win the election. Her letter read

Honorable A.B. Lincoln,
Dear Sir,
My father has just come home from the fair and brought home your picture and Mr. Hamlin's. I am a little girl and only 11-years-old, but I think you should be President of the United States very much, so I hope you won’t think me very bold to write to such a great man as you are. Have you any little girls about as large as I am? If so, give them my love and tell her to write to me if you cannot answer this letter. I have got four brothers, and some of them will vote for you anyway and if you let your whiskers grow, I will try and get the rest of them to vote for you would look a great deal better, for your face is so thin. All the ladies like whiskers, and they would tease their husbands to vote for you, and then you would be President. My father is going to vote for you and if I was a man I would vote for you, too. But I will try to get everyone to vote for you. I think that rail fence around your picture makes it look very pretty. I have got a little baby sister, and she is nine weeks old and is just as cunning as can be. When you direct your letter, direct it to Grace Bedell Westfield Chautauqua County, New York. 

I must not write anymore. Answer this letter right off. 

Goodbye 

Grace Bedell 

Grace’s father mailed the letter but cautioned his daughter not to expect a reply because Mr. Lincoln is a very busy man. 

Lincoln received her letter, and he was so moved by the candor and honesty of the child he decided to respond. This came as quite a surprise to Grace’s father. In his letter, Mr. Lincoln responded...

Springfield, Ill Oct 19, 1860
Miss Grace Bedell
My Dear Little Miss,
Your very agreeable letter of the 15th is received. I regret the necessity of saying I have no daughters. I have three sons, one seventeen, one nine, and one seven years of age, They, with their mother, constitute my whole family. As to the whiskers, having never worn any, do you not think people would call it a piece of silly affectation if I were to begin it now? 

Your very sincere well-wisher
A. Lincoln 
Lincoln made no promises in his response to Grace, but soon afterward, he began growing the beard that became iconic with his image. 

Lincoln won the election and began a journey by train from Illinois to Washington, D.C., to thank his supporters. By the time he made it to New York, to Grace’s hometown of Westfield, he had a full beard. As the train pulled into the depot thousands gathered to meet the president-elect. Lincoln stepped to the back of the caboose where he could see his supporters gathered at the rear of the train, and to deliver a speech. But first he wanted to meet the little girl that had inspired him.

The February 19th, 1861, edition of the New York World recounted the meeting as follows:

“At Westfield, an interesting incident occurred. Shortly after his nomination, Mr. Lincoln had received from that place a letter from a little girl, who urged him, as a means of improving his personal appearance, to wear whiskers. Mr. Lincoln replied at the time, stating that although he was obliged by the suggestion, he feared his habits of life were too fixed to admit of even so slight a change as that which letting his beard grow involved. Today, on reaching the place, he related the incident and said that if that young lady was in the crowd, he should be glad to see her. There was a momentary commotion in the midst of which an old man, struggling through the crowd, approached, leading his daughter, a girl of apparently twelve or thirteen years of age, whom he introduced to Mr. Lincoln as his Westfield correspondent. Mr. Lincoln stooped down and kissed the child and talked with her for some minutes. Her advice had not been thrown away upon the rugged chieftain. A beard of several months' growth covers (perhaps adorns) the lower part of his face. The young girl's peachy cheek must have been tickled with a stiff whisker, for the growth of which she was herself responsible.’

Years later, Grace recalled the meeting:

“He climbed down and sat down with me on the edge of the station platform,” she said. “Gracie,” he said, ‘look at my whiskers. I have been growing them for you.” Then he kissed me. I never saw him again.”

Four years later, in 1865, Lincoln was shot and killed while watching a play at Ford’s Theater. Like the rest of the nation, Grace was stunned by the tragedy and grieved over his death.

Grace lived in New York until she was 17, then married a veteran and moved to Delphos, Kansas, where she lived until her death on November 2nd, 1936, at the age of 87. 

Her letter to Lincoln inspired an anecdote that became a popular children’s story after Lincoln died. 

A statue was erected in 1999 in Westfield, New York, depicting Lincoln meeting Grace.   
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A statue of Grace Bedell and Abraham Lincoln stands 
in Westfield, New York.

In Delphos, Kansas, where Grace spent her final years, a monument was built with a plaque displaying her letter.  

On the marble
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