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JOHN HENRY

We don’t know who the real John Henry was, but we do know
his story. After the Civil War, people wanted to move easily
across the United States. They needed trains in order to travet,
and the trains needed tunnels through the mountains. John Henry
was one of the men who built tunnels for the trains. :

Look very carefully at the picture on the next page. A iong
time ago, in 1870, people wanted to build a tunnel through a
mountain. This was the way they used to put dynamite into the
rock to blow it up.

The man holding the bar was called a shaker. The man with the
hammer was the steel-driving man. Together they dug a hole in the
rock for the explosives. Later,other people put dynamite into the
hole and blew up the rock. When you are reading the story, think
about the hard work these people were doing.
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JOHN HENRY AND THE STEAM DRILL

BEFORE THE STORY

Talk to your classmates. Be ready to tell your teacher
what other people in your group said.
1. Look at the picture on page 2. Then answer these
questions.
a.What are the people doing? .
b.Describe the man with the hammer.
¢.How heavy do you think the hammer is? Underline the
answer.
(1 pound=0.45 kg)
2 pounds 12 pounds 40 pounds 60 pounds
d.ls it dangerous for the man holding the drill in place?
Why? '
e.How do you think the stee! driver and the shaker who
hofds the drili feel about their jobs?
2.What do these words mean?
hole  dynamite gunpowder explosive dust
tunnel steel driver shaker drill hammer
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3.This story is about a race between aman and a machine.
0o you think the man will win? Why? Write down your
group’ s prediction about whether John Henry or the
machine will win.

4.Show your teacher what these words and phrases mean:
tired sick pray hiss crackle bury
worried ahead cheer rush nervous

5.Now read the story once,or listen while your teacher reads,Don’t
worry if you don.’t understand all the words when you first read a
story.Just try to get the main idea.
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JOHN HENRY AND THE STEAM DRILL

his story happened a long time ago,in 1870.
John Henry was a very strong man. He was tall and
powerful.

John Henry was a steel driver.In fact,he was the best
steel driver in America.

It was John Henry’s job to drive a steel drill into
rock.'He had another man to help him. That man was called
a shaker. It was his job to turn the drill in the rock and
shake it a little. That made the rock dust fall out of the
hole.Then the steel-driving man would hit the drill again.

So John Henry hit the steel drill. Then the shaker
turned the drill. Then John Henry hit the drill again. And
the shaker turned it again.And John Henry hit it ...

When the hole was deep enough, other men put
gunpowder into the hole in the rock.Then they blew it up,
and the rock broke into hundreds of little pieces.

That’s the way they built the tunnels for the
railroads. It was hard, dangerous work, and the most
important person was the steel driver.If he drove a lot of

10
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holes in a short time, the work was quick. But if he was
slow, everyone had to wait, because there were no holes
for the gunpowder.

Most people worked slowly,but John Henry never
did. Perhaps he never got tired. He worked from
morning to night,swinging his hammer.2The other men
stopped,but John Henry Went on and on.

Most men used a six-pound hammer, but John Henry
used a hammer that weighed twelve pounds. He swung it
from his shoulder. The hammer came down fast and hard,
and it drove the drill into the rock.

in the year 1870, John Henry was working on the
Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad.® The railroad workers
were making a tunnel through the Big Bend Mountain in
West Virginia.*

. The rock was hard and the work took a long time. -

Sometimes the men sang as they worked. Their big
hammers rose and fell. They sang, and they hit the steel
drill Iin time with their song.®

And so they worked for more than two years. it was not
easy to make that tunnel! The men were tired.Only John
Henry worked as hard as ever.

One day a stranger came to see the captain.of the
steel-driving gang.

“| have something to show you,” the stranger said. “|
have a machine that drives steel.”

20
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JOHN HENRY 7

John Henry’s captain laughed. “| have the best steel-
driving man in the United States right here,” he said. “I
have John Henry.He never stops working.”

“My machine doesn’t eat,”the stranger pointed
out.“lt never gets tired and it never gets sick.”

“Neither does John Henry,” the captain said.
“He’s never sick,and he just works on and on without
getting tired. Anything your machine can do, John
Henry can do better.”

“I'don’t believe you,”the stranger said.

“All right,”John Henry’s captain said.“We’ll have a
race,John Henry against the steam drill.If your machine
wins,| buy it.If John Henry wins,you pay him $100,and you
give me the steam drill.But | warn you,you'll lose.”

“Oh,! don’t think so,”the stranger said.

How do you think John Henry will feel about the race?
Do you think the other people who work in the tunnel are nervous ?

What will happen to them if the machine wins?

People came from miles around to see the race.

John Henry was getting ready for the race.He chose a
twenty-pound hammer. Then he talked with his shaker. I’ l|
swing very hard,” he said. “Pray | don’t hit you.®if | do,
you’ll die,and they’ll bury you in the ground.”

The shaker smiled at John Henry! “You’re the best
steel-driving man in the world,” he said. “I’m safe with

55
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you.!’m not afraid. Go out and beat the machine, John
Henry! Show them all that people are better than
machines.”

“I’ll beat that machine,”John Henry said, “or I’ Il
die with my hammer in my hand.”’

A crowd gathered. Everyone looked at the machine. It
seemed very big. Men were putting fuel in the firebox.
When the water got hot, it made steam and drove the
engine.

At last, everything was ready. The crowd was quiet.
Some of the people in the crowd were nervous.

“What will happen to us if the machine works faster
than John Henry?” one man asked his friend. “Will the
railroad company buy machines? Will there be any jobs for
us ?”

All the steel drivers were worried. They looked at
John Henry,and they saw how strong he fooked. They felt
better.“Good luck!”they called out.

One man said to another, “John Henry isn’t just
strong,he’s got courage.”

“You mean that he’s brave?”the other man asked.

“Courage is being brave,but it’s also being able to go
on when things are difficult. John Henry’s like that. He
won’t give up.”® . .

John Henry smiled, and waited. Everyone was very
quiet. Then the captain of the steel-driving gang fired a

Ia]
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gun into the air,and the race started.

The machine hissed and crackled, and it hit the
steel into the rock. John Henry swung his hammer
hard,and he sang as he swung.He worked hard,but so
did the steam drill.It never paused, but just went on
and on.

John Henry said to his shaker,“How am | doing?”

The shaker looked worried.“The machine is ahead
of you!”he said.

John Henry worked harder.He was catching up.

The machine just went on and on. All the men
looked at it. They worried about their jobs. The
machine was not getting tired, but even John Henry
had to rest sometime...

There was a roar and a whoosh! and the machine
was quiet.

The men cheered.“It’s broken!”the shaker said.

“Good!”John Henry said.“Now | can get ahead!”He
raised his hammer again.

The man who owned the machine hurried to fix
it.°odJohn Henry kept on hammering. The machine was
quiet. The men felt happy, listening to John Henry’ s
hammer hitting the drill. It was a familiar sound, and it
made them feel comfortable.

The machine started up again.

The hours passed. John Henry wasn’t singing anymore.
The people in the crowd watched anxiously. All anyone
heard was the hiss and thud of the machine,and the crash

100
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of John Henry’s hammer.

The race was nearly over. “Keep going!” the
shaker said. “Just keep going. The race will be over
at half past two.” ,

John Henry nodded. He had no breath left to
speak. His hammer rose and fell,rose and fell... At
last it was haif past two.The race was over.

The captain measured all the drill holes. He
checked to see how deep they were, and he added
them all up.

“John Henry, You drove fourteen feet!” the
captain said.“The machine only drove nine! You win,
John Henry! You win!”

Everyone cheered and yelled,and rushed to John
Henry. But the big man was falling. His friends
helped him to lie down on the ground. He was very
heavy,and it was difficult to lower him gently.

The machine hissed and stopped. Now the
whole world was very quiet. Everyone gathered
around John Henry, and they listened as he
spoke.“I’m dying,”he said softly.“l broke myself
with hammering.”" i

The people were silent. Then John Henry, the best
steel-driving man in the world,died.But his story liveson,
and when we think of John Henry, we think of strength and

courage."
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VOCABULARY

hole[houl ] n.Jf, 5l
dynamite[ dainemait | n.¥E%
gunpowder(‘ganipauds] n. k%
explosiveliksplausiv] N EY
dust[dast] nKa; 42+
tunnel[‘tanl] n. B%id

steel driver T T
shaker| Jeiks] n.$s L
drill{dril] n. g5
hammer{'hems] , n.ggEf
tired('taiad] adj. FHH
sick[sik] : adj. Ak

pray| prei] V. i
hiss[his] V. & g
crackle[ 'krakl] V. K R A
bury{'beri] v. 1%
worried('warid] adj. K
ahead[shed] adv&ad]. ZEEH , FER
cheer(tfia] V. 3K 5%
rush(raf] v. A2t AR E

nervous['na:vas] adj. BikH; AEH



12 LARGER THAN LIFE : FOLK HEROES OF THE UNITED STATES

NOTES

1.1t was John Henry’s job to drive a steel drill into rock. %% - %
K TARRERFIT AR, (8 AR EE REELEE 0
drive...”, XEEEPHEWAIEELEIAZR, LI It is no use crying
there. 7Ef R Z & A F ¥, Is it necessary for us to drive him
home? 1A WEILAE EHKG?)

2.He worked from morning to night,swinging his hammer. fit \ 2 2
Wosth T b i% JL, 8 K, (swinging his hammer 9 BL7E 7R
1B AERIE, B EBESR A, fl: They sat under the tree, talking
and laughing. fl i TR 7ER T RE L&)

3.the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad YI§%IL 57 E X MMM o
4.the Big Bend Mountain in West Virginia 7 7 /2 T 49 A 4¢ L Bk

5.They sang,and they hit the steel drill in time with their song. ftifi]
WITENFEE TR SR, (hit. . .in time with. .. 4

6.Pray I don’t hit you. L RIERINFAEITER. JFEMIF I do”
#1“do” , 45 “hit you” , BN “MERITER", 5 23174 “John Henry
never did” 7 ] “did” 1§ “ worked slowly”, B4 : “AB N8 1830
F75)

7.“I’ l beat that machine,” John Henry said, “6:' I’ die with my
hammer in my hand.”“R—EELBIFHNE", 48 - FHER, A
SRR RS E KAL) (beat sb. ST or, RAKIE ; with. .. in
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my hand /MAEERR-FHRE,)

8. “Courage is being brave,...He won’t give up. "“BESFEREEH
B HEETREARENZRHEAR, A8 FRIERXEHA. f
FEARRHFH " (being brave A3l 4 17415 E %15 ; being able to go
on when things are difficult t. 2, “be able to go on” B X “fE
BHRET X", give up X HFH",)

9.The man who owned the machine hurried to fix it. FL2S F A 21T
FBEYS, (ix R BE".)

10. “I'm dying, "he said softly. “I broke myself with hammering. "“%,
BT MR, “RATEIE B C R T " (break B4 “H5F;
785" Hid 24 broke, with HiEFRTREFHE, with hammer
Bh R 8 T7; with hammering &0 “H T & (Z K)",
hammering #§T#EX —1TH,)

11.when we think of John Henry, we think of strength and courage.
BURNBPAS - FH, ELERNEBBEIMAE, (think of
il 83)

AFTER THE STORY

A.Work with a classmate ,and answer this question.

Who won the race? Underline the correct answer.
John Henry the steam drill the captain

B.Read the story again.
Look at the picture.Work with a classmate,and try to




