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The sky over the backyard goes dark. Then—crack!—a firework blooms into a thousand falling stars, red and white and blue, and somewhere down the street a little kid shrieks with joy. It's the Fourth of July. The grill is still warm, the watermelon is almost gone, and the whole country is having a birthday party.

But here's something most people forget while they're watching those fireworks: this isn't just any birthday. In the year 2026, the United States of America turns 250 years old.

Two hundred and fifty years. That's a number so big it's hard to hold in your head. It's older than your great-great-great-great-grandparents. It's older than cars, older than light bulbs, older than the camera that took the very first photograph. And yet, compared to the long history of the world, 250 years is young. Some countries have been around for a thousand years or more. So how did this brand-new nation—built by farmers and printers and shopkeepers, by enslaved workers, and on land taken from Native nations, by people who had never run a country in their lives—not only survive, but become one of the most powerful and important places on Earth?

That's the story this book is going to tell you.

And it really happened. Every bit of it. The people you're about to meet were real. They got hungry and scared. They told jokes and made mistakes—some of them terrible mistakes. They argued with each other, sometimes for years. A few of them risked everything they had, knowing that if they lost, they'd be hanged as traitors — meaning the king's soldiers would put a rope around their necks for going against the crown. There's a famous story — almost certainly made up later — that Benjamin Franklin joked the signers had better stick together, or they'd hang separately.

That's how dangerous this adventure was. These weren't superheroes with special powers. They were ordinary people who decided to do something extraordinary.

The story doesn't start with fireworks, though. It starts much earlier and much quieter—with a group of cold, hungry settlers stepping off a wooden ship onto the muddy shore of a place called Jamestown in the year 1607, more than a century and a half before the country was even born. Of course, the land they stepped onto wasn't empty. It was already home to many nations of Native peoples—the Powhatan, the Wampanoag, the Haudenosaunee, and many more—who had been living here for thousands of years. Their story is part of America's story too, from the very first page. From there, the story rolls forward through dark forests and busy harbor towns, through Thanksgiving feasts and angry mobs, through midnight rides and freezing winters and the boom of cannons.

You'll meet a man named Benjamin Franklin, who flew a kite in a thunderstorm and helped invent a nation. You'll meet a Virginia farmer and former soldier named George Washington, who suffered crushing defeats but refused to give up—and whose famously bad teeth, by the way, were not made of wood but of human and animal teeth, which is somehow grosser. You'll meet Thomas Jefferson, who wrote the words "all men are created equal"—and then, sadly, kept human beings enslaved on his own plantation. And Jefferson wasn't alone. Slavery was built into the colonies from the very beginning—by 1776, about one in five people living in the new United States was enslaved. That last part isn't a mistake in the story. It's part of the story. America began as a place full of beautiful ideas AND some really ugly truths, and the people who built it were, like all of us, both brave and flawed at the same time.

This book won't pretend otherwise. The honest truth is more interesting than any fairy tale.

What makes the American story so amazing is that it was, in a way, an experiment. Imagine if every important decision in your life was made by a kid you'd never met, just because his great-great-grandfather wore a crown. That's pretty much how the world worked back then. But a group of colonists three thousand miles across the ocean started asking a wild new question: What if the people could rule themselves? What if a government got its power not from a crown, but from the say-so of regular folks—farmers and blacksmiths and dressmakers?

It was a daring idea. Plenty of people thought it would fail. Kings across Europe were sure of it. A country run by its own people, with no royal family in charge? Ridiculous, they said. It would fall apart within a few years.

It didn't.

So when you watch those fireworks light up the sky this Fourth of July, remember that you're not just celebrating a day off school and a good barbecue. You're celebrating a 250-year-old idea that an awful lot of people fought, bled, and died to bring into the world—and that an awful lot of people are still working to live up to today. So turn the page. The greatest adventure story ever told is about to start—and the best part is, it's all true.

Key Figures

George Washington — A Virginia planter and former British officer who became commander of the American army and, later, the very first President. He didn't want the job either time.

Benjamin Franklin — A printer, inventor, and one of the smartest, funniest people in the colonies. He helped shape the Declaration of Independence at age 70.

Thomas Jefferson — The brilliant young writer who put the dream of American liberty into words—even as he failed, in his own life, to live up to them.

Did You Know?

The United States Constitution, written in 1787, is the oldest written national constitution in the world that's still being used today! Most other countries have thrown out their old rule-books and started over—France alone has had more than a dozen different constitutions in the same amount of time. America is still running on its original one, with just a few additions along the way.

Discussion Question

Do you think understanding the past can change the way we live today? Why does it matter to know how your country started?
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A Brave New World — Jamestown
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The wind off the James River smelled like wet leaves and salt and something else — something green and alive that no Englishman aboard had ever smelled before. Captain John Smith stood at the bow of the small boat, one hand on his sword, and stared into a wall of trees so thick the May sunlight could barely push through. Somewhere behind those trees, eyes were watching him.

He knew it. He just couldn't see them yet.

It was May 14, 1607 — the day the English finally reached the muddy strip of land they would call Jamestown. They had first spotted Virginia weeks earlier, at a place they named Cape Henry, on April 26, and they'd spent the days since hunting for the right spot to build. Four and a half months before that first landing, 104 men and boys had crammed aboard three small ships in London — the Susan Constant, the Godspeed, and the Discovery — and pointed their bows west across an ocean nobody in their families had ever crossed. The biggest ship was about the length of two school buses. The smallest could fit inside a tennis court. For nineteen weeks they ate hard biscuits crawling with weevils — tiny brown bugs that lived in the flour — drank water that turned green in the barrel, and slept jammed shoulder-to-shoulder in a hold that stank of vomit and unwashed wool.

They were not, by and large, the right men for what came next.

Many of them were gentlemen — sons of rich English families who had never plowed a field, hammered a nail, or caught their own dinner. They had come for gold. They had read stories of Spanish conquistadors — soldier-explorers — sailing home with treasure ships so heavy with Aztec silver the decks groaned, and they expected Virginia to be the same. Pick up the shiny rocks. Sail home rich. Easy.

But Virginia wasn't empty land waiting to be claimed. The forest beyond the river was the heart of a thriving world. The Powhatan people had lived here for hundreds of years, farming fields of corn, beans, and squash, fishing the rivers with weirs — fence-like traps woven from sticks — trading goods up and down the coast, and answering to a network of leaders that stretched across thirty tribes. Their towns had houses, storerooms, and gardens. Their children played games in the dust the same way English children did in London. Virginia had other plans for the newcomers — and so did the people who already called it home.

The settlers chose a swampy peninsula on the river — easy to defend from Spanish ships, terrible for almost everything else. The water was brackish — meaning half-salty and half-fresh — and it made men sick. The summer turned into a furnace. Mosquitoes rose off the marsh in clouds thick enough to darken the air. And the gentlemen, who refused to dig wells or plant crops because such work was beneath them, began to die. Fevers. Hunger. Something they called the "bloody flux" — a deadly stomach sickness that left men too weak to stand. By September, half of them were in the ground.

The colony should have ended right there. It did not, and the reason it did not had a great deal to do with a stocky, red-bearded soldier for hire named John Smith.

Smith was twenty-seven years old and already had the kind of life story that sounds made up — and we mostly have only Smith's word for it, because he was the one who wrote it down years later. According to his own account, he had fought the Turks in Hungary, been captured, been sold as a slave, escaped by killing his master with a threshing tool — a heavy wooden club farmers used to beat grain — and walked across Russia to get home. He was loud, bossy, and not remotely a gentleman, which is exactly why the other gentlemen had clapped him in chains during the voyage over and very nearly hanged him. When the ships reached Virginia, the captains opened a locked box that had traveled with them from London. Inside was a letter naming the men who would govern the colony — and Smith's name was on the list. They had to let him out.

It was probably the best decision they ever made.

By the winter of 1608, Smith was running Jamestown. He marched into the gentlemen's quarters and announced a new rule, borrowed straight from the Bible: He that will not work, shall not eat. No more sleeping until noon. No more waiting for someone else to
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