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Introduction — America Turns 250 
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Two hundred and fifty years.

Say it slow. Two hundred and fifty.

On July 4, 1776, in a hot brick room in Philadelphia, a handful of tired men put their names to a promise that could have gotten them hanged. The ink wasn't even dry on a country yet. There was no flag everybody agreed on. No anthem. No capital. No army worth the name. Just a promise — that people could govern themselves, that a farmer was equal to a king, that freedom was worth more than safety.

That promise is two hundred and fifty years old this year.

And here's the strange, beautiful truth: a country isn't built by paper. It's built by people. One at a time. Choice by choice. Cold night by cold night.

This book is about twenty-five of them.

Not statues. Not portraits on money. People. A farm boy who couldn't stop reading. A woman who walked back into slave country again and again to bring others out. A medic who refused to carry a rifle and saved seventy-five men anyway. A teacher who flew higher than anyone thought a woman could fly. A preacher with a borrowed dream and a voice like a bell.

Some were generals. Some were kids not much older than you. Some were born free, and some were born into slavery, and some were born so poor they didn't own the shoes on their feet. They were not perfect. They got scared. They got tired. They argued with their wives and their friends and themselves. A few of them did things, later in life, they wished they hadn't.

But every single one of them, when the moment came — the moment when it would have been so much easier to sit down, look away, go home — they stood up instead.

That's the only thing they all share. When it mattered, they did the hard thing.

This book belongs to you now. These stories are yours. The courage in them is yours too, if you want it — and you'll want it, sooner than you think. Maybe not on a battlefield. Maybe in a hallway at school, or at a dinner table, or alone in your room at night when you have to decide what kind of person you're going to be.

America at 250 isn't finished. It was never going to be finished. Every generation gets handed the same work — to govern themselves, to do the hard thing when it matters, to be braver than they thought they could be — and every generation has to choose, again, whether to do it.

Your turn is coming.

So light the sparklers. Listen for the fireworks. And before the sky goes dark, come sit down a while. There are people you ought to meet.

Turn the page.

Meet your first hero.

Chapter 1:
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GEORGE WASHINGTON
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1732–1799

The general who would not go home.
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THE STORY

The snow came down sideways.

It was December 1777, and the soldiers of the Continental Army were walking — limping, really — into a place called Valley Forge. Pennsylvania. Twenty miles from Philadelphia, where the British generals were sleeping in warm beds and eating roast goose.

Some of the soldiers had no shoes. You could follow them by the blood in the snow.

They had lost battles that fall. They had lost Philadelphia itself, the capital, the city where the Declaration had been signed only a year and a half before. Now they were eleven thousand men marching into a frozen valley with no houses, no food waiting, no plan except to survive until spring.

At the head of the column rode a tall man on a tall horse. He was forty-five years old. His hair was tied back. His jaw was set. His name was George Washington, and he had been told — quietly, by people who meant well — that the war was lost.

He did not believe them. Or maybe he did, and rode on anyway.

There were no barracks at Valley Forge. The men had to build them. So they did, with frozen hands, swinging axes in the dark. Twelve men to a hut, no windows, a dirt floor, a single fireplace that smoked more than it warmed. The huts went up in rows. The army built a city out of logs and shivering.

Then the dying started.

Not from bullets. From cold. From hunger. From sicknesses like typhus and fever that moved hut to hut like a thief. The men ate something they called firecake — flour and water cooked on a hot stone. That was breakfast. Sometimes it was also dinner. One soldier wrote in his diary, "I am Sick — discontented — and out of humour. Poor food — hard lodging — Cold Weather —" and on and on, until he ran out of dashes. You can't blame him.

Soldiers deserted. They slipped away at night, walked home through the snow. Nobody could really stop them. Officers resigned and went back to their farms. Congress, far away in safety, sent letters telling Washington to attack, to do something, to win.

Washington wrote back. He wrote constantly. He wrote that his men were naked. He wrote that they were starving. He wrote, "You might have tracked the army from White Marsh to Valley Forge by the blood of their feet."

And he stayed.

That is the part to remember. He stayed.

He could have gone home. He owned a beautiful house in Virginia called Mount Vernon, with fireplaces and feather beds and a wife who missed him. It was a plantation, and more than a hundred enslaved people did the work that kept it beautiful — the work that paid for those feather beds and fireplaces. That is part of his story too, and it is true. He had not seen it in nearly three years. He was a wealthy man who had refused any salary for his service, asking only that his expenses be repaid. No one would have called him a coward for going home for the winter. No one important, anyway.

Instead, he wrote to his wife, Martha. And Martha — small, quiet, and a foot shorter than her towering husband — packed a trunk and came north through the snow to live with him in a stone farmhouse at the edge of camp. She sat with the sick soldiers. She mended their shirts. She made the general eat.

Then, in February, a strange man arrived.

He called himself Baron von Steuben — a soldier from Prussia, a kingdom in what is now Germany. He spoke almost no English. He swore beautifully in German and French, and when those ran out he would turn to his translator and shout, "Come and swear for me!" The soldiers loved him immediately.

Von Steuben looked at the ragged, half-frozen army and did not see a lost cause. He saw raw material. He drilled them. Every day. In the snow. Left foot. Right foot. Load. Fire. Charge bayonets. Over and over until cold men moved like one body. He wrote a drill book by candlelight, page by page, and the officers copied it out by hand.

By March, the men were still hungry. Still cold. Still dying.

But they were an army now.

When the sun finally came back, and the mud dried, and the green came up through the valley, the soldiers who walked out of Valley Forge were not the soldiers who had walked in. They were leaner. They were angrier. They knew how to march. They had buried two thousand of their friends in that valley — not one of them killed by a British bullet — and they had stayed.

Because he had stayed.

The war would go on for five more years. There would be more winters, more hunger, more letters to Congress. But the Revolution did not die at Valley Forge.

It learned to stand up straight.

THE HERO'S VIRTUE

PERSEVERANCE. Perseverance is choosing to keep going when quitting would be easier and no one would blame you for stopping. George Washington could have gone home to a warm house and a soft bed — and instead he stayed in a cold valley with hungry men because they needed him to.

FOR THE RECORD

Born: February 22, 1732, in Westmoreland County, Virginia

Died: December 14, 1799, at Mount Vernon, Virginia

Known For: Commanding the Continental Army to victory in the Revolutionary War; first President of the United States

Famous Quote: "Perseverance and spirit have done wonders in all ages."

DID YOU KNOW?

About 2,000 of Washington's roughly 12,000 soldiers died during the six months at Valley Forge — but not one of them died in battle there. Cold, hunger, and disease killed more of his men than the British army ever did that winter.

QUESTIONS FOR THE BRAVE


1. Von Steuben taught the soldiers to march and drill instead of giving them food or blankets. Why do you think that mattered just as much?

2. Why do you think the soldiers stayed at Valley Forge when they had every reason to leave?

3. Have you ever wanted to quit something hard? What made you keep going — or stop?


WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

You signed up for the school track team in September. It's January now, practice is in the freezing rain, and three of your friends just quit. Your coach hasn't said a word about it, and honestly, no one would care if you stopped showing up. What do you do tomorrow at 3:15?

Chapter 2: 
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BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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1706–1790

The runaway who never stopped asking why.
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THE STORY

He was hungry, broke, and three hundred miles from home.

It was an October morning in 1723, and a boy stepped off a boat onto a Philadelphia wharf. He was seventeen. He had been traveling for days — by boat, on foot, soaked through by rain, sleeping where he could. His good clothes were stuffed into his pockets and shirt. He had a Dutch dollar and about a shilling's worth of copper pennies — most of which he'd just given to the boatmen who rowed him in. And he was so hungry his stomach had stopped growling and started aching.

So he walked up to a baker and asked for three pennies' worth of bread.

In Boston, where he came from, three pennies bought a little. Here it bought a lot. The baker handed him three enormous puffy rolls. Ben had no bag, no basket, no free hand. So he jammed one roll under each arm and walked up Market Street eating the third, looking — by his own account years later — perfectly ridiculous.

A girl standing in a doorway watched him pass and laughed out loud. Her name was Deborah Read. She could not have known that the messy boy with bread under his arms would one day be the most famous man in America. She could not have known she would marry him. That morning he was just a runaway, and she just laughed.

Because that's what he was. A runaway.

Back in Boston, Ben had been an apprentice — bound by law to work for his older brother James, a printer, until he was twenty-one. James was a hard master. When Ben did something wrong, sometimes James hit him. And Ben, who was clever and knew it, hated being hit by a brother more than he would have hated it from a stranger.

But the printing shop had given Ben something nobody could take back: words. He learned to set type, letter by letter, backward, by hand. He learned to read everything that passed through the shop. And when James started a newspaper, Ben wanted to write for it — and knew his brother would never let a kid do that.

So he didn't ask. He invented a person.

It was 1722. He called her Silence Dogood — a made-up middle-aged widow with sharp opinions and a sharper pen. He wrote her letters in disguise and slipped them under the print-shop door at night. James printed them. People in Boston loved them. They wondered who this brilliant woman was. And the whole time it was a sixteen-year-old kid, writing by candlelight, laughing into his sleeve.

(Years later he'd do something similar again — writing a yearly almanac under another invented name, "Poor Richard," full of jokes and sayings Americans still quote today.)

When James found out, he was furious. The fighting got worse. And finally Ben did the thing that was, technically, illegal: he broke his apprenticeship and ran. To New York first. Then to Philadelphia, and three puffy rolls, and a girl laughing in a doorway.

Here is the thing about Ben Franklin. He never stopped doing what he'd done in that print shop. He never stopped asking why and what if.

Why does lightning crack across the sky? Most people in the 1700s thought it was the anger of God, and you didn't go poking at it. Ben thought it might be electricity — the same crackle you feel when you rub wool on a winter day, only enormous. So he built a kite and flew it up toward a thunderstorm. The wet string carried electricity down from the cloud, and when he brought his knuckle near a key tied to the string — snap — a spark jumped. He had proven that lightning and electricity were the same force. (It was also wildly dangerous — please do not try this.)

So he invented something to tame it: a metal rod on top of a building that catches the lightning and carries it safely into the ground. The lightning rod. It saved — and still saves — countless lives.

And he never asked for a penny. He never patented it — meaning he never claimed it as his alone to sell.

He invented bifocal glasses, so people could see far and near at once. A better stove that warmed a whole room. He charted the Gulf Stream, the great river inside the ocean. He patented none of it. None. He believed that if you figured out something useful, you should give it to the world, freely, because someone before you had given freely to you.

He taught himself to read in four languages. He started one of America's first lending libraries, and one of its first volunteer fire companies. And when his country needed someone to cross the sea and persuade France to help thirteen ragged colonies fight the most powerful empire on earth — they sent Ben across the sea as a diplomat, someone who speaks for a country. The old printer charmed the kings of Europe with the same mind that had once invented a fake widow to outwit his big brother.

At 81, the oldest man in the room, he helped write the Constitution itself.

And yet he was not a saint. He could be a show-off. He quarreled with his own son so badly they never made peace. He owned enslaved people for years before turning, late in life, against slavery and arguing for its end.

But that boy with the bread became one of the men who built a country.

All because he never stopped asking why.

THE HERO'S VIRTUE

CURIOSITY. Curiosity is the hunger to ask "why" and "what if" until the world gives up its secrets. Ben Franklin proved that a curious mind, more than money or rank, can light up a kite, a country, and a whole life.

FOR THE RECORD

Born: January 17, 1706, in Boston, Massachusetts.

Died: April 17, 1790, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, at age 84.

Known For: Printer, scientist, inventor, and Founding Father; helped write the Declaration of
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