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A Note from Mary Pope Osborne About the

[image: ]

When I write Magic Tree House® adventures, I love including facts about the times and places Jack and Annie visit. But when readers finish these adventures, I want them to learn even more. So that’s why my husband, Will, and my sister, Natalie Pope Boyce, and I write a series of nonfiction books that are companions to the fiction titles in the Magic Tree House® series. We call these books Fact Trackers because we love to track the facts! Whether we’re researching dinosaurs, pyramids, Pilgrims, sea monsters, or cobras, we’re always amazed at how wondrous and surprising the real world is. We want you to experience the same wonder we do—so get out your pencils and notebooks and hit the trail with us. You can be a Magic Tree House® Fact Tracker, too!

[image: ]


Here’s what kids, parents, and teachers have to say about the Magic Tree House® Fact Trackers:

“They are so good. I can’t wait for the next one. All I can say for now is prepare to be amazed!” —Alexander N.

“I have read every Magic Tree House book there is. The [Fact Trackers] are a thrilling way to get more information about the special events in the story.” —John R.

“These are fascinating nonfiction books that enhance the magical time-traveling adventures of Jack and Annie. I love these books, especially American Revolution. I was learning so much, and I didn’t even know it!” —Tori Beth S.

“[They] are an excellent ‘behind-the-scenes’ look at what the [Magic Tree House fiction] has started in your imagination! You can’t buy one without the other; they are such a complement to one another.” —Erika N., mom

“Magic Tree House [Fact Trackers] took my children on a journey from Frog Creek, Pennsylvania, to so many significant historical events! The detailed manuals are a remarkable addition to the classic fiction Magic Tree House books we adore!” —Jenny S., mom

“[They] are very useful tools in my classroom, as they allow for students to be part of the planning process. Together, we find facts in the [Fact Trackers] to extend the learning introduced in the fictional companions. Researching and planning classroom activities, such as our class Olympics based on facts found in Ancient Greece and the Olympics, help create a genuine love for learning!” —Paula H., teacher
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Leonardo da Vinci was one of the greatest artists and thinkers the world has ever known. He was also an incredible scientist and inventor. Although Leonardo lived over five hundred years ago, we still admire his genius today.
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Leonardo was born on April 15, 1452, in a village in central Italy called Vinci. Leonardo’s name means “Leonardo from Vinci.” Leonardo’s grandfather wrote the date of his grandson’s birth in a notebook. This notebook still exists in a library in Italy.

Unfortunately, we do not know much about Leonardo’s childhood. There are stories that he liked to draw. We can guess that he drew plants and animals he saw in the countryside around Vinci. And we also know that he loved music. He learned to play a stringed instrument called a lyre.

Leonardo’s Notebooks

There are some famous stories about Leonardo from people who knew him or knew about him. We also have many of his notebooks and journals to study. They give us a good idea of how Leonardo’s mind worked.
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Leonardo began keeping notebooks and journals when he was thirty.



Leonardo usually carried a notebook with him. When he went out, he attached it to his belt. Leonardo said that an artist must always be ready to make a sketch. “Look around,” he said. “Watch people carefully.”
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Leonardo used his notebooks to make notes and sketches for his inventions and art. He also wrote down things that interested him or things that he researched. After his death, many of the notebooks were lost. Some remaining notebooks are really copies by people who lived after Leonardo.

A famous art expert once said that Leonardo da Vinci was the most curious person in history. His notebooks show that he wondered about everything. He even thought about small things—like the way a woodpecker’s tongue worked or how a person sneezed.
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Baby Leonardo and the Kite

Leonardo wrote that his first memory was when he was a baby lying in his cradle. He said that a bird called a kite swooped down on him, brushing its tail between his lips.
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Leonardo didn’t seem sure whether this was a dream or whether it really happened. But he claimed that it was why he became interested in birds. All of his life, Leonardo drew pictures of birds, especially of their wings. He tried to figure out how the wings worked so he could build a flying machine. He thought that one day people might be able to fly—just like birds.

The Renaissance

Leonardo lived during a time called the Renaissance (REH-nuh-sahns). The Renaissance began in the 1300s and lasted about 300 years. It started in Italy and spread to the rest of Europe.
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Renaissance comes from a French word meaning “rebirth.”



During the Renaissance, people took a fresh look at the ideas and art of ancient Greece and Rome. They rediscovered Greek and Roman art and architecture. They read Greek and Roman writers. All these things made people excited about science, art, music, and books. Great universities, hospitals, and libraries sprang up across Europe.
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The Renaissance was also a time when architects made grand buildings. Lots of them looked like buildings found in ancient Greece and Rome.

Patrons

Many rich and powerful people had an interest in the arts. They often hired the best artists, poets, musicians, and craftsmen to work for them. These wealthy people were called patrons.

Sometimes artists lived and worked with the same patrons for years. An artist was lucky to get a rich patron. It meant he could earn a living with steady work.

Florence

Vinci was not far from the city of Florence. Florence was the center of Renaissance thinking in Italy. When Leonardo was a teenager, he moved to Florence with his family. It was the perfect place for a young genius like Leonardo.
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Leonardo often wrote in a strange handwriting called mirror writing. He wrote from right to left, not left to right. He also wrote his letters backward. If you hold a page of Leonardo’s writing up to a mirror, it looks like regular writing.

Experts say that Leonardo wrote like this because he was left-handed and wrote with ink. In Leonardo’s day, ink took a long time to dry. The ink would smear as a person dragged his left hand across the page. When Leonardo wrote things for other people to read, he wrote normally.
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