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Prologue
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Have you ever looked at a map of the United States and wondered why it looks so different in every direction? In some places, tall mountains rise into the clouds. In others, wide rivers twist and turn like giant blue snakes. There are flat plains where you can see forever, deep canyons carved by time, hot deserts, cool forests, and long coastlines where land meets the sea.

All these amazing places are called landforms, and they tell the story of how our planet changes, moves, and grows. Some landforms were shaped by roaring rivers, some by slow-moving ice, and some by powerful forces deep inside the Earth. These changes didn’t happen overnight—they took thousands and even millions of years!

In this book, you’ll travel across the United States without packing a single suitcase. You’ll climb towering mountains, follow mighty rivers, explore wide plains, and discover places that feel almost like another world. Along the way, you’ll learn how these landforms were made, why they look the way they do, and why they are so important to people, plants, and animals.

So get ready to explore, ask big questions, and see your country in a whole new way. The adventure across America’s incredible landforms starts now!
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Chapter 1: Mountains That Touch the Sky
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Mountains are some of the most exciting landforms in the United States. They rise high above the land, stretch across long distances, and seem to reach right up into the clouds. For kids, mountains can feel like giant stone staircases built by nature itself. They shape weather, create rivers, protect animals, and tell stories that are millions of years old. In the USA, mountains come in many shapes and sizes, from sharp snowy peaks to smooth, forest-covered ridges. These towering landforms truly look like they touch the sky.

Mountains are not just tall piles of rock. They are living parts of Earth that continue to change slowly over time. Wind, rain, snow, ice, and even earthquakes help shape them little by little. Some mountains are young and jagged, while others are old and rounded. The United States is home to several famous mountain ranges, each with its own personality, history, and natural wonders.

What Makes a Mountain a Mountain

A mountain is a landform that rises high above the land around it. Most mountains are much taller than hills and have steep sides. Scientists usually say a mountain must rise at least 1,000 feet above nearby land, but many are far taller than that. Some mountains in the USA rise several miles into the sky.

Mountains form in different ways. Some are created when pieces of Earth’s crust crash into each other and push the land upward. Others form when melted rock from deep inside the Earth erupts through volcanoes and hardens into tall peaks. Over long periods of time, erosion slowly wears mountains down, changing their shape but never fully removing them.

Mountains often have colder weather than the land below. As you climb higher, the air becomes thinner and cooler. That is why snow can stay on mountain tops even during summer. Trees and animals also change as you go up a mountain, creating different zones of life from bottom to top.

The Rocky Mountains: Giants of the West

One of the most famous mountain ranges in the United States is the Rocky Mountains. These mountains stretch from Canada all the way down to New Mexico. They are long, tall, and full of dramatic peaks that look like they scrape the sky.

The Rocky Mountains were formed millions of years ago when huge forces inside the Earth pushed the land upward. Many of their peaks are sharp and rocky, showing that they are younger than some other mountain ranges. Snow covers many of the highest peaks for much of the year, feeding rivers that flow across the western states.

These mountains are home to many animals, including elk, mountain goats, bears, and eagles. Forests of pine and fir trees cover the lower slopes, while rocky cliffs and icy winds rule the highest areas. People visit the Rockies to hike, ski, camp, and enjoy the breathtaking views that stretch for miles.

The Appalachian Mountains: Old and Wise Peaks

On the eastern side of the United States stand the Appalachian Mountains. These mountains are much older than the Rockies and look very different. Instead of sharp peaks, they have smooth, rolling ridges that rise gently from the land.

The Appalachian Mountains were once as tall as the tallest mountains in the world, but millions of years of wind and rain have worn them down. Because they are older, their slopes are covered in rich soil, forests, and winding trails. They stretch from Canada down to the southeastern United States, passing through many states along the way.

These mountains are full of life. Dense forests provide homes for deer, foxes, birds, and countless insects. Rivers and streams flow through valleys, creating peaceful landscapes. Many early American settlers traveled through the Appalachian Mountains, and their history is closely connected to the growth of the nation.

Denali: The Tallest Mountain in the USA

When talking about mountains that truly touch the sky, one peak stands above all others. Denali, located in Alaska, is the tallest mountain in the United States. It rises more than 20,000 feet above sea level, making it a giant among giants.

Denali is part of the Alaska Range and is famous for its extreme weather. Temperatures can drop far below freezing, and powerful winds sweep across its slopes. Because of its height and location near the Arctic, Denali feels even taller than many mountains that are technically higher elsewhere in the world.

The land around Denali is wild and beautiful. Glaciers slide slowly down its sides, carving the rock beneath them. Animals such as moose, wolves, and grizzly bears roam the nearby valleys. For many people, Denali represents the untamed power of nature and the idea of reaching for the sky.

The Sierra Nevada: Snowy Peaks and Deep Valleys

Another amazing mountain range is the Sierra Nevada, located mostly in California. These mountains are known for their tall granite peaks and heavy snowfall. They form a long wall of mountains that separates California’s valleys from the desert lands to the east.

The Sierra Nevada is home to Mount Whitney, the tallest mountain in the lower 48 states. Mount Whitney rises over 14,000 feet above sea level. From its summit, climbers can see vast stretches of land and sky.

This mountain range also contains deep valleys, giant trees, and clear mountain lakes. Snow that falls in the Sierra Nevada melts in spring and summer, providing water for farms and cities far away. These mountains show how landforms can support life far beyond their own borders.

The Cascade Range: Mountains of Fire

In the northwestern United States lies the Cascade Range. These mountains are different from many others because they were formed by volcanoes. Some of these volcanoes are still active today.

The Cascade Range includes tall, cone-shaped mountains that rise suddenly from the land. Many of them are covered in snow and ice, even though they were created by fire deep inside the Earth. This mix of heat and cold makes the Cascades especially fascinating.

Volcanic mountains can change the land quickly. When they erupt, they release lava, ash, and gases that reshape the surrounding area. Over time, plants return, animals move back in, and new ecosystems grow on the rich volcanic soil. The Cascade Range shows how mountains can be both destructive and creative at the same time.

How Mountains Shape Weather

Mountains have a powerful effect on weather. When moist air moves toward a mountain, it is forced to rise. As it rises, the air cools and releases rain or snow. This is why one side of a mountain range can be wet and green while the other side is dry.

In the USA, mountains help create deserts, forests, and farmland. For example, mountains can block rain from reaching certain areas, leading to dry conditions. At the same time, they can cause heavy snowfall that feeds rivers and fills reservoirs.

Mountains also affect temperature. Higher elevations are cooler, which is why mountain towns often have cold winters and mild summers. Weather can change quickly in the mountains, teaching people to respect nature and be prepared for surprises.

Life High Above the Ground

Mountains are home to many plants and animals that are specially adapted to life at high elevations. As you go up a mountain, the environment changes. At lower levels, forests are thick and full of life. Higher up, trees become smaller and more spread out. Near the top, only tough plants like mosses and grasses can survive.

Animals also adapt to mountain life. Some have thick fur to stay warm, while others have strong legs to climb steep slopes. Birds may have larger wings to help them glide in thin air. Every level of a mountain creates a new world of challenges and opportunities.

People who live in mountain regions learn to live with the land. They build homes that can handle snow and cold and find ways to travel across steep terrain. Mountains teach humans about balance, patience, and respect for nature.

Why Mountains Matter

Mountains are important for many reasons. They provide fresh water, influence weather, support wildlife, and offer places for adventure and learning. Rivers often begin in mountains, flowing down to plains and cities far away. Without mountains, many areas would not have enough water to survive.

Mountains also inspire people. They appear in stories, songs, and art as symbols of strength and challenge. Climbing a mountain can represent reaching a goal or overcoming a problem. Even just seeing mountains in the distance can make people feel small in a good way, reminding them of the vast world around them.

In the United States, mountains are protected in national parks and forests so future generations can explore them. They stand as natural classrooms, teaching kids and adults about Earth’s history and the power of time.

Mountains and the Passage of Time

Mountains may seem unchanging, but they are always slowly changing. Wind carries away tiny bits of rock. Rain carves channels into slopes. Ice cracks stone and reshapes peaks. Over millions of years
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