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Introduction: A Nation in Perpetual Becoming

There is a peculiar and enduring quality to the American idea — not the America of myth, nor the America of political sloganeering, but the America that exists in the lived experience of the millions who have crossed oceans, deserts, mountain ranges, and political borders to arrive at its shores, its airports, its river crossings, and its border gates. This America is not a fixed thing, not a monument to be observed from a respectful distance, but a living, breathing, perpetually contested negotiation between the ideals proclaimed in founding documents and the often-uncomfortable realities of a diverse, contentious, and dynamically evolving society that is always in the process of becoming more fully what it has always claimed to be. It is the America discovered not in the speeches of politicians or the pages of textbooks but in the texture of daily life: in the smell of unfamiliar food drifting from the kitchen of a new neighbor, in the sound of a language not yet understood carrying across a schoolyard, in the quiet dignity of a person becoming, for the first time, a citizen of a country they chose rather than one they were merely born into, and in the lifelong accumulation of small recognitions that constitute, over the years, the transformation of a stranger into a neighbor and of a newcomer into a keeper of the national story. It is an America defined not by geography alone, not merely by its constitutional texts or its military victories, but by the extraordinary and never-fully-resolved process of becoming: of peoples becoming citizens, of strangers becoming neighbors, of immigrants becoming Americans, even as America itself is continuously transformed into something new by their arrival, continuously expanded in its definition and its ambition by each successive wave of those who have chosen it as the place where their own becoming would unfold. The word itself — becoming — is the most important word in the American vocabulary, because it implies that the destination has not yet been reached, that the work is not yet finished, that the nation is still in the process of deciding what it is and what it means to belong to it, a process that has been ongoing since the first human beings arrived on this continent thirty thousand years ago and that shows no sign of completion because the question at its heart — what does it mean to be free, and how does a free people live together across all their differences — is a question that each generation must answer for itself, in its own terms, and that no generation's answer has ever been fully adequate to the one that follows.

This manuscript traces that extraordinary process across ten thematic chapters that together constitute a comprehensive portrait of the most diverse, most dynamic, and most consequential civilization the modern world has produced. Each chapter opens a different window onto the same vast and inexhaustible subject, revealing from a different angle the layered, contradictory, triumphant, and at times deeply painful story of how human beings from every corner of the Earth came together in a single landmass and produced something that, for all its imperfections and injustices, has no precise precedent in the long history of human civilization: a society capable of continuously remaking itself, continuously absorbing new peoples and new ideas, continuously expanding the circle of those it recognizes as full and equal participants in the national project, and continuously generating from the friction of its internal contradictions a creative energy that has made it the most culturally productive civilization in the history of the modern world. The diversity that characterizes every dimension of American life — its ethnic composition, its religious landscape, its regional identities, its competing political traditions, its variegated cuisines and musical forms and architectural vocabularies — is not a problem to be solved or a tension to be managed but the very source of the creative energy that has made America, in every century of its existence, the most productive engine of cultural, scientific, and economic innovation that the human race has yet devised. The story that this manuscript tells is not a story of smooth progressive advancement toward a predetermined destination, not a triumphalist narrative of continuous improvement from barbarism to civilization, but the far more complicated and far more interesting story of a civilization that has repeatedly failed to live up to its own foundational commitments, that has in its failures produced some of the most profound moral crises in modern history, and that has through the engagement with those crises and the determined effort to overcome them demonstrated a capacity for self-renewal and self-correction that is among the most remarkable and most important features of the American political tradition.

The story begins thirty thousand years before the Common Era, when the first human beings walked across the frozen tundra of Beringia into a vast continent already full of biological richness and ecological complexity, carrying within them the seeds of civilizations that would fill that continent with cities, roads, agricultural systems, and philosophical traditions of extraordinary sophistication long before the first European ship raised its sails in a western direction, and it passes through the colonial convergences of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in which people from every corner of Europe and from the enslaved communities of West Africa were thrown together in a process of cultural collision and creative adaptation that produced something genuinely new in the history of human civilization. It passes through the industrial revolutions of the nineteenth century, the great waves of immigration from every corner of the globe that transformed American cities into the most culturally complex urban environments the world had ever seen, and the cultural explosions of the twentieth century that made American art, music, sport, and entertainment the shared cultural heritage of the entire human race, a heritage so universally distributed and so universally consumed that it has become, for better and for worse, the closest thing to a global popular culture that the human family has ever produced. And it arrives at the present, where the natural wonders that have awed every visitor since the first European eyes beheld them continue to draw millions from every nation on Earth to witness the landscapes that formed the American character and that remain its most enduring and most irreplaceable gift to the world — landscapes that the national park system has protected with an institutional commitment and a practical effectiveness that represents one of the most consequential acts of civilizational foresight in the history of any government. The story is not finished. It cannot be finished, because it is still being written, in every city and every small town and every national park and every stadium and every theater in the nation, by people from every continent who have come here to add their own chapters to the most remarkable collective human narrative in history, a narrative whose next chapters are as uncertain and as full of possibility as every chapter that has preceded them.


Chater 1: The Sacred Stewardship

Epoch Focus: 30,000 BCE – 1491 CE  •  Indigenous Foundations & The First Roots of the Continent

The Ancient Epochs: Walking the Forgotten Bridges

The foundational narrative of human movement, adaptation, and eventual cultural fulfillment across the vast expanses of the North American continent does not begin with the creaking of European timber sales, nor does it start with the laying of colonial stone fortresses in the early seventeenth century. It does not begin in any European imagination at all, for the continent that would eventually be called America was already ancient in its human habitation, already deep in the complex processes of cultural formation, political organization, and spiritual tradition that would make it, by any fair accounting, one of the most culturally rich and humanly diverse regions of the entire planet long before a European navigator could claim to have discovered it. Instead, it begins far deeper in the shadows of Pleistocene prehistory, recorded in the silent, deliberate footprints of small human bands traversing a stark and frozen northern world at a time when the geographic contours of the Earth were so different from those of the present that the very shape of the continents and the arrangement of their coastlines bore little resemblance to the maps we carry in our minds today. These first travelers moved without maps, without compasses, without any technology of navigation more sophisticated than their own accumulated knowledge of terrain, weather, and the behavior of the animals they followed, yet they covered continental distances with a sureness and a persistence that speaks to a quality of human determination as absolute as any recorded in the long and varied history of our species, a quality shaped by tens of thousands of years of evolution in environments where indecision and timidity were reliably fatal.

During the profound cold of the Last Glacial Maximum, occurring roughly between thirty thousand and fifteen thousand years ago, the landscape of the planet was dramatically rearranged as locking ocean waters were bound up into colossal, mile-thick continental glaciers that spread from the poles across much of the high-latitude landmasses of both hemispheres, storing in their frozen mass so much of the planet's water that sea levels fell by more than one hundred and twenty-five meters relative to their present levels and exposed vast tracts of ocean floor that had been submerged for millennia. These glaciers, vast in their geographic extent and unimaginable in their mass, represented the accumulation of millions of years of snowfall compressed and recrystallized into flowing rivers of ice that scoured the bedrock beneath them into shapes that would define the topography of continents long after the ice itself had melted, leaving behind the Great Lakes, the finger lakes of New York, and the characteristic rounded hills and deposited ridges of the glacially shaped Midwest as permanent evidence of their passage. This global drop in sea levels exposed a vast, dry, and undulating landmass known to modern science as Beringia, which formed a temporary but immensely significant land bridge connecting the eastern reaches of Siberia with the western gate of Alaska in a corridor of exposed continental shelf that at its widest extent measured more than a thousand miles from north to south, a landmass larger than the entirety of modern France and incomparably richer in its ecological productivity than the barren passage of popular imagination. Beringia was not merely a passage but a world in itself, a biologically productive landscape of steppe grassland and wetland ecology that supported its own distinctive ecological communities and that was home to human populations for thousands of years before the ice retreated and the rising seas reclaimed it, leaving behind only the memory encoded in the DNA of the peoples who carried its legacy across an entire hemisphere and eventually to the southernmost tip of South America.

Far from being a mere barren corridor, Beringia was a robust, self-sustaining biome carpeted with resilient steppe grasses and dwarf willows that supported immense populations of woolly mammoths, giant steppe bison, woolly rhinoceroses, giant ground sloths, and caribou, whose combined biomass represented one of the most productive and protein-rich terrestrial ecosystems anywhere on the frozen planet, a biological abundance that made Beringia not a desperate passage through desolation but a habitable and productive landscape that sustained human communities in relative comfort by the standards of Pleistocene life. The vegetation of Beringia, though sparse by the standards of warmer and wetter climates, was sufficient to support these megafaunal populations in large numbers, drawing them in seasonal migrations that covered enormous distances in the pursuit of the grasses and sedges that sustained them, and creating in their movements the patterns of animal behavior that the human hunters who followed them had learned to read and predict with extraordinary precision over generations of careful observation and accumulated cultural transmission. Into this teeming world walked the people we now call the Paleo-Indians, following the herds southward and eastward with a patience and a knowledge of landscape that no written record has ever fully captured but that is attested in the archaeological record by the presence of their distinctive stone tools, their carefully constructed hearths, and the bones of the animals they butchered at sites distributed across a geographic range that speaks to movement, adaptability, and the capacity for sustained effort across enormous distances and through climatic conditions of extraordinary severity. Their arrival in the Western Hemisphere was not a single event but a process spanning thousands of years, a slow tide of human presence advancing southward through landscapes that had never before heard a human voice or felt the weight of a human footprint, filling the ecological niches available to a generalist predator of exceptional intelligence with a thoroughness and a speed that permanently altered the biological character of two continents and initiated what may be the most consequential process of ecological transformation in the history of the Western Hemisphere.

These pioneering explorers represented the pinnacle of late-Pleistocene human adaptability, endurance, and practical ingenuity, possessing in their accumulated cultural knowledge a technology of survival so sophisticated that it enabled them not merely to endure but to flourish in conditions that would kill an unprepared modern person within hours. They were not desperate refugees fleeing some ancient catastrophe but rather highly skilled foragers, trackers, and hunters who moved with a deep, intuitive understanding of the natural cycles governing the migration of their primary prey, who knew from long accumulated experience exactly where and when the herds would concentrate, which plant foods supplemented the protein of large game and where they could be found in different seasons, and how to read the landscape itself as a practical guide to survival decisions that had to be made correctly to avoid fatal consequences. The Clovis point, crafted from flint or obsidian through a complex series of controlled percussion strikes and pressure-flaking techniques that required years of apprenticeship to master and an intimate knowledge of the fracture mechanics of different stone types to execute correctly, represents one of the most precisely engineered cutting implements ever produced by Paleolithic humans anywhere on Earth, a weapon capable of penetrating the thick hide of a woolly mammoth when hafted to a spear shaft and driven with sufficient force, and a precision butchering tool when used by hand to disassemble the carcass of a large animal for maximum meat recovery and efficient transport across distances that might require days of travel to the next reliable food source. The geographic distribution of Clovis points, found at sites scattered from the Pacific Northwest to the tip of Florida and from the Atlantic coast to the deserts of the far Southwest, provides archaeological evidence of a dispersal across the continent within a remarkably short period, perhaps as few as a few hundred years, a speed of geographic spread that testifies to the combination of environmental opportunity, human demographic pressure, and individual mobility that characterized these first Americans and that produced within mere centuries a human presence distributed across virtually every habitable environment that the continent contained.

Some bands took an inland route through the continent via the ice-free corridor opening between the great Laurentide and Cordilleran ice sheets as the glaciers began their long retreat northward, following game through landscapes of tundra and boreal forest that were biologically rich but climatically severe, requiring the same combination of technological sophistication and environmental knowledge that their ancestors had deployed on the Beringian steppe but applied to a new set of ecological conditions and a new array of plant and animal resources that demanded rapid learning and rapid cultural adaptation. Other groups utilized sophisticated maritime technologies, hugging the rich kelp highways of the Pacific coast in lightweight watercraft constructed from sea mammal skins stretched over wooden frames, harvesting sea mammals and fish along the rocky western shores where the cold California and Alaska currents brought nutrients upwelling from the deep ocean to create some of the most biologically productive marine environments anywhere on the planet, and leaving behind a genetic and cultural signature that differs in important ways from that of the inland Clovis tradition, suggesting that multiple waves of migration taking multiple routes contributed to the initial peopling of the Western Hemisphere in a process whose full complexity modern genomic science is only beginning to reconstruct. Over many millennia following the initial colonization of the continent, these early travelers proliferated across the vast topography of North America with a speed and success that can only be explained by the extraordinary adaptability of human beings as a species, their capacity to modify their technology, their diet, their social organization, and their cultural practices in response to the demands of new environments with a flexibility that no other large animal on the planet possesses, a flexibility expressed in the extraordinary diversity of the cultural traditions that would eventually develop from these common Paleolithic roots. In the damp cedar forests of the Pacific Northwest, where rivers ran thick with salmon during the great seasonal spawning runs that turned the streams into highways of biological abundance providing concentrated protein sufficient to feed large, settled communities through the long winter, indigenous peoples built sprawling wooden plank houses of considerable architectural sophistication, managed bountiful fisheries using weir systems of remarkable technical refinement that channeled the salmon migrations into controlled capture facilities, and developed through the reliable annual surplus of preserved dried salmon an economic foundation that supported dense, settled populations, elaborate ceremonial traditions, and the complex social stratification expressed in the potlatch tradition of competitive gift-giving that was among the most sophisticated economic and social institutions in the pre-Columbian world.

Across the sweeping grassland plains of the continental interior, nomadic bands perfected the communal buffalo hunt over thousands of years of accumulated experience, developing cooperative strategies of extraordinary coordination in which large groups of hunters working together drove herds of bison over cliff edges or into constructed corrals with a precision of timing and spatial organization that required sophisticated communication, disciplined collective action, and an intimate knowledge of bison behavior and the topography of specific hunting grounds that could only be acquired through generations of careful observation and transmitted cultural knowledge. In the arid canyon country of the Colorado Plateau, people learned to read the desert landscape with a precision that made survival possible in conditions that would kill an unprepared traveler within days, developing detailed knowledge of hidden water sources that were accessible only to those who had been taught by someone who had been taught by someone else across an unbroken chain of cultural transmission stretching back generations, of the seasonal availability of different food plants whose ripening schedules had been memorized and mapped, and of the techniques of dry-land farming that would eventually produce, in the Ancestral Puebloan civilization, some of the most sophisticated agricultural communities in the pre-Columbian world north of Mexico. In the woodlands of the eastern half of the continent, communities learned to manage the forest through fire, setting controlled burns that cleared the underbrush, maintained the open parklike structure of mixed forest and meadow that provided simultaneously the habitat requirements of a wide variety of game animals and the growing conditions for a variety of food plants, encouraged the growth of berry-producing shrubs and other food plants in the clearings created by the burns, and created the habitat conditions that supported the largest populations of white-tailed deer, turkey, and other game animals in the region, practices employed in various forms by indigenous peoples across most of the continent that represent one of the most consequential and most sophisticated applications of ecological knowledge in the entire history of human civilization.

The entire landscape that the European colonizers encountered when they arrived on the shores of North America in the early seventeenth century, which they described variously as a pristine wilderness, an empty paradise waiting to receive the imprint of civilization, or a land given by God to those with the energy and the vision to cultivate it, was in fact the product of this millennia-long tradition of active, intelligent, ecologically sophisticated land management, a landscape as deliberately shaped by human hands as any European garden or agricultural field, though on a continental scale and through means so subtle and so well integrated with natural processes that it could easily be mistaken for the work of nature alone by observers who lacked the conceptual framework necessary to recognize deliberate human management when it was expressed through ecological processes rather than through the architectural interventions that European agriculture produced. Without knowing that what they were seeing was the work of human hands, the European explorers described the eastern woodlands as the most beautiful natural parkland they had ever seen, their aesthetic appreciation unknowingly a tribute to the landscape design skills of peoples whose very existence as the creators of that beauty they would spend the next three centuries systematically denying and destroying, replacing the continental-scale ecological management that had produced it with agricultural and extractive practices whose long-term consequences for the biological health of the continent are still being worked out in the conservation crises of the present day.

The Rise of Complexity: Cities, Confederacies, and Philosophies of Land

By the dawn of the first millennium of the common era, North America had transformed into an incredibly complex tapestry of highly developed civilizations numbering in the millions of inhabitants, peoples who spoke hundreds of distinct languages belonging to dozens of unrelated language families, practiced dozens of distinct religious and ceremonial traditions of extraordinary variety and sophistication, and organized their social and political lives through a remarkable variety of institutional forms ranging from the highly egalitarian band structures of some hunting and gathering peoples to the complex hierarchical chiefdoms and confederacies of agricultural civilizations that rivaled in their organizational sophistication anything that the pre-Columbian Old World had produced in comparable environmental conditions. The sheer diversity of cultural forms that had evolved across the continent during the millennia of its human occupation testifies to the fundamental human capacity for cultural creativity and institutional innovation, the ability to develop, in response to the specific challenges and opportunities of specific environments, entirely new ways of organizing collective life, entirely new systems of religious meaning-making, entirely new artistic traditions and craft technologies and agricultural techniques, that were as functional and as internally coherent as any tradition of human civilization anywhere on the planet, and that represented the accumulated wisdom of communities that had been learning from their specific environments for thousands of years with an intimacy and a continuity that no subsequent civilization in the same geographic space has yet managed to replicate.

In the arid landscapes of the American Southwest, the Ancestral Puebloan peoples engineered grand, multi-story sandstone apartment communities at sites like Chaco Canyon, Mesa Verde, and Canyon de Chelly that represent some of the most technically accomplished architecture produced anywhere in the pre-Columbian Western Hemisphere, buildings of such structural sophistication and such careful orientation to the astronomical and geographic features of their setting that they continue to generate new discoveries and new interpretations among the archaeologists, architects, and astronomers who study them with the full resources of twenty-first century science. These were not merely functional structures designed to shelter the maximum number of people in the minimum amount of space, but cosmological statements of the most deliberate kind, physical embodiments of a worldview in which the built environment and the celestial environment were understood as aspects of a single coherent order whose alignment and maintenance required continuous human attention and effort, and whose realization in stone and mortar represented a community's deepest understanding of its place in the universe and its responsibilities to the powers that governed it. The great house known as Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon contains approximately eight hundred rooms arranged in a precise D-shape, oriented so that particular doorways align with the rising and setting sun on the solstices and equinoxes, creating a built environment that was simultaneously a residence for hundreds of people, a ceremonial center for communities spread across an enormous region, a precision astronomical instrument for tracking the solar calendar with a reliability that made it the authoritative source of the agricultural timing decisions on which the community's survival depended. The timber used in the construction of Pueblo Bonito was transported from forests more than fifty miles away across terrain with no wheeled vehicles or draft animals, carried by human labor in a logistical operation that required the organization of large work parties, the maintenance of supply networks across difficult desert terrain, the exercise of institutional authority sufficient to sustain these demanding operations across the years and decades required to complete the construction, and a commitment of communal resources and communal effort of a scale that testifies to the extraordinary organizational capacity and the deep motivational power of the cultural and religious vision that drove it.

The entire Chaco system, comprising dozens of great houses connected by a remarkable network of engineered roads extending for hundreds of miles across the desert, some of them thirty feet wide and engineered with a straightness that required sophisticated surveying techniques, represents a level of regional planning and political organization that challenges any simplistic notion of pre-Columbian North American societies as primitive or politically rudimentary, demonstrating instead the capacity of indigenous North American peoples for the same kinds of large-scale political and economic organization that characterized the great civilizations of Mesoamerica and the Andes. The roads of the Chaco system, whose function was ceremonial and political as much as utilitarian, connected communities spread across an area the size of Ireland in a network of exchange, ritual, and political relationship whose organizational complexity rivaled that of contemporary medieval European kingdoms and whose physical infrastructure of engineered roads, great houses, and celestially aligned architecture constitutes one of the most impressive achievements of pre-Columbian civilization north of Mexico. Farther east, along the broad, fertile highway of the Mississippi River and its tributary systems, the Mississippian Culture erected spectacular earthen temple mounds and established the monumental city of Cahokia near modern-day East St. Louis, Illinois, a political and ceremonial center of such scale and such organizational sophistication that it stands as one of the greatest achievements of pre-Columbian North American civilization north of Mexico and one of the most remarkable urban developments in the history of the Western Hemisphere. At its peak around 1100 CE, Cahokia contained somewhere between ten and twenty thousand residents distributed across a metropolitan area of several square miles, making it larger than contemporary London and the absolute center of Mississippian political and religious influence over an enormous region of the central continent, a city whose commercial networks, political authority, and cultural influence extended outward in all directions for hundreds of miles to communities that sent tribute, conducted trade, and participated in the elaborate ceremonial life that gave the Mississippian world its cultural coherence.

The city was anchored by Monks Mound, a colossal earthen pyramid rising approximately thirty meters in height above the flat floodplain of the American Bottom and covering an area at its base larger than the Great Pyramid at Giza, constructed entirely by human hands without draft animals or wheeled vehicles, using woven baskets to carry load after load of carefully selected soils from nearby borrow pits in an engineering project of such sustained scale and organizational complexity that it stands among the most impressive construction achievements in the history of pre-industrial human civilization anywhere on the planet. Surrounding Monks Mound and filling the carefully organized urban plan of Cahokia were dozens of smaller platform mounds, open plazas, residential neighborhoods arranged according to social rank, wooden palisade walls that enclosed the ceremonial center, and the evidence of an active commercial and diplomatic life whose reach extended to communities as far away as the Great Lakes to the north and the Gulf Coast to the south. In the northeastern woodlands, the Haudenosaunee, the People of the Longhouse, established one of the world's oldest participatory democracies under the Great Law of Peace, a remarkable oral constitution encoded in wampum belts of extraordinary mnemonic precision that established a representative council of chiefs selected not by male warriors or hereditary privilege but by female clan mothers whose institutional authority over the political process represented a degree of formalized feminine political power without parallel in the constitutional traditions of the contemporary European world. This constitution operated on a principle of consensus rather than majority rule, requiring agreement among all the member nations of the Confederacy before a decision could be considered final, a procedural requirement that forced political leaders to engage in extended deliberation and persuasion rather than simply imposing the will of the more numerous or more powerful upon the less, and that embedded in the institutional structure of the Confederacy a profound respect for the diversity of perspectives and interests that the member nations represented.

The structural similarities between the Great Law and the United States Constitution, including the bicameral legislature, the separation of authority between different levels of government, the principle of federalism by which sovereign entities surrender certain powers to a central authority while retaining others, and the system of checks and balances that prevents the concentration of power in any single institution or individual, have led scholars to argue for a substantive intellectual debt of American democracy to indigenous political philosophy. This argument is supported not merely by the structural parallels but by the documented interest that the framers of the Constitution, including Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, took in the organization of the Iroquois Confederacy as a working model of successful federalism, reading accounts of its operation with genuine intellectual curiosity and discussing its institutional innovations in their correspondence with a seriousness that reflects a recognition of its sophistication rather than the dismissive condescension that the prevailing ideology of European cultural superiority might have led one to expect. The defining intellectual legacy of these pre-Columbian millennia is the philosophy of Sacred Stewardship, a worldview that stood in fundamental contrast to the European concepts of resource exploitation and individual property ownership that would arrive with the colonizers of the seventeenth century and that would eventually transform the relationship between North American peoples and the North American landscape in ways whose full consequences are still being worked out in the ecological and political crises of the present day. Within this indigenous framework, land was understood not as a commodity to be owned, bought, and sold in the marketplace of individual economic self-interest but as a living relative held in sacred trust for generations yet unborn, a relationship of reciprocal obligation rather than one-directional exploitation, in which the land's generosity imposed upon those who benefited from it a corresponding responsibility to maintain its health, its fertility, and its capacity to sustain life across the indefinite future.

This philosophy was translated into physical practice through highly sophisticated forest management techniques, controlled burns of the kind described above, systematic game management practices that imposed seasonal and geographic restrictions on hunting to prevent the depletion of animal populations, fishing regulations that ensured the survival of breeding populations in spawning streams, and the brilliant Three Sisters companion planting system that represented one of the most ingenious agricultural innovations in the history of human civilization. By planting maize, climbing beans, and sprawling squash together within the same mounded earth in a carefully designed spatial arrangement, indigenous farmers created a self-sustaining agricultural ecosystem of remarkable productivity and nutritional completeness, whose sophistication modern agronomists have repeatedly confirmed and whose specific design solutions reflect a depth of practical knowledge about plant ecology and soil chemistry that western agricultural science did not formally articulate until the twentieth century. The maize provided structural support for climbing bean vines, which could ascend the corn stalk without requiring the construction of artificial trellises and which in their climbing grew more productive than they would have been sprawling on the ground; the beans fixed nitrogen from the atmosphere into the soil through the bacteria in their root nodules to feed the maize and maintain the fertility of the planting mound across successive growing seasons; and the squash shaded the ground with its large leaves to retain moisture and suppress weeds, creating beneath its canopy a microclimate of sufficient humidity to support the other plants through dry periods. The nutritional complementarity of the Three Sisters, the complex carbohydrates and fiber of maize, the high-quality protein and essential amino acids of beans that compensate precisely for the amino acid deficiencies of maize, and the vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants of squash, provided a nearly complete human diet that supported millions of people across the continent without the protein deficiencies and nutritional diseases that characterize many single-staple agricultural societies.

When European migrants began to arrive on the
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