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Unit 1

Panoramic View of the USA

In the United States there is more space where nobody is
than where anybody is. That is what makes America what it is.
—Gertrude Stein (1874—1946)

Unit Goals

e To have a general idea of the geography of the USA

e To be familiar with useful geographical terms about the USA

e To learn the highlighted useful words and expressions that describe the
geographical features of the USA

e To improve English language skills

Before You Read

1. Tick (V') the neighboring countries and oceans of the USA.

Countries Vv Oceans vV
China the Pacific
Canada the Atlantic
France the Indian
Mexico the Arctic
2. There are states in the USA, and states are contiguous.

3. Have you ever heard of “the backbone of the continent” in the USA? What is it?
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4. Which of the following is the national bird of the USA?

A. European Robin B. Red-crowned Crane

C. Kiwi D. Bald Eagle
5. Form groups of three or four students. Try to find, on the Internet or in the library, more

information about the USA which interests you. Prepare a 5-minute classroom presentation.

Start to Read

Text A General Characteristics of the USA

The United States is a federal constitutional republic. The country is situated mostly in
central North America in the Western Hemisphere. It consists of forty-eight contiguous states
on the North American continent, Alaska, an enormous peninsula which forms the
northwestern part of North America, and Hawaii, an archipelago in the Pacific Ocean. It also

holds several United States territories in the Pacific and the Caribbean.
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The United States shares land borders with Canada to the north and Mexico to the south,
and a territorial water border with Russia in the northwest. The contiguous forty-eight states
are otherwise bounded by the Pacific Ocean on the west, the Atlantic Ocean on the east, and
the Gulf of Mexico on the southeast. Alaska borders the Pacific Ocean to the south, the Bering
Strait to the west, and the Arctic Ocean to the north, while Hawaii lies far to the southwest of
the mainland in the Pacific Ocean.

Forty-eight of the states are in the single region between Canada and Mexico; this group is
referred to, with varying precision and formality, as the “continental or contiguous United
States,” and as the “Lower 48.” Alaska, which is not included in the term “ contiguous
United States,’

i

is at the northwestern end of North America, separated from the Lower 48 by
Canada. The State of Hawaii is an archipelago in the Pacific Ocean. The capital city,
Washington, District of Columbia, is a federal district located on land donated by the state of
Maryland. ( Virginia had also donated land, but it was returned in 1847. ) The United States

also has overseas territories with varying levels of independence and organization.

The United States could be divided into five regions. These regions are the Northeast, the
Southeast, the Midwest, the Southwest, and the West. The regions of the United States are
grouped by history, traditions, economy, climate, and geography. Each region is different

from one another.

Text C The Face of the Land

On a topographic map of the United States, the mountains look like jagged masses, the
plains like vast open flat spaces, and the rivers like meandering threads. Today, highways and
railways crisscross the land, making travel easy. But only a few generations ago, the
topographic features on the map represented great dangers and difficulties. Today’ s visitors,

riding over a good road in the Cascade Mountains in the west coast states of Oregon and
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Washington, may see marks on the rocks made by ropes where pioneer settlers painfully
lowered their horses and wagons down cliffs to reach the fertile river valley far below. In the
Sierra Nevada Mountains of California, the main route now runs through a mountain pass
which was once too narrow for a wagon to go through. Pioneer families reaching that pass had
to take their wagons apart piece by piece, carry them through, and then reassemble them on
the other side.

Modern means of communication and transportation have enabled man to overcome these
obstacles. Poles and wire now carry electrical power and telephone communication over
ridges that are so deep in snow that only persons wearing snowshoes or skis can reach them.
Railroads run along the sides of mountains or in tunnels through them. Bridges have been built
over valleys and rivers. Highways run through the burning heart of deserts.

Much of the geography and history of the United States was determined some 10,000 to
25,000 years ago. At that time, the great northern ice cap flowed over the North American
continent and ground into it a number of major changes. These ice flows determined the size
and drainage of the Great Lakes. They changed the direction of the Missouri River and carved
the channel of the Hudson River. They pushed soil oft a huge part of Canada into the United
States, thus creating the northern part of the central agricultural basin—one of the richest
farming areas in the world.

On the Atlantic shore of the United States, much of the northern coast is rocky and
uninviting, but the middle and southern Atlantic coast rises gently from the sea. It starts as
low, wet ground and sandy flats, but then becomes a rolling coastal lowland somewhat like that
of northern and western Europe. The Appalachians, which run roughly parallel to the east
coast, are old mountains with many coal-rich valleys between them. To the west of the

Appalachians lie plateaus built up over the centuries from bits of stone that were washed down

4
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from the mountains and then cut into small hills by streams. Beyond is the great Central
Lowland which, in its configuration, resembles the plains of Eastern Europe, or the plains of
Manchuria, or the Great Plains of Australia, or certain plains in Africa or South America.

North of the Central Lowland, extending for almost 1,600 kilometers, are the five Great
Lakes which the United States shares with Canada. The Lakes, estimated to contain about half
of the world’ s fresh water, were gouged out of the land by the ice that once covered the
northern United States.

West of the Central Lowland are the Great Plains, likened to the flat top of a table which
is slightly tilted upward to the west. They are stopped by the Rocky Mountains, *the
backbone of the continent. ” The Rockies are considered young mountains of the same age as
the Alps in Europe, the Himalayas in Asia, and the Andes in South America. Like these
ranges, they are high, rough and irregular in shape.

At first sight, the land west of the Rockies appears to be tumbled masses of mountains.
However, it is actually made up of quite distinct and separate regions, shaped by difterent
geological events. One region was formed of material which was washed down from the
Rockies and pressed into rock. This now encompasses the high Colorado Plateau, in which
the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River is cut, 1.6 kilometers in depth. But another region,
the high Columbia tableland to the north, was created in much the same way as the great
Deccan Plateau of India: lava poured from inside the earth, burying old mountains and filling
valleys to a depth of thousands of meters.

Volcanoes also built the Cascade Mountains. The Sierra Nevada range and the ridges of
the Great Basin, on the other hand, were formed when a strained portion of the earth’ s crust
broke into high tilted blocks of rock. At the border of the Pacific Ocean lie the Coast Ranges,
relatively low mountains, in a region where occasional earthquakes show that the process of

mountain-building has not yet stopped.

After You Read

Knowledge Focus
1. Fill in the blanks according to the geographical knowledge you have learned in the
texts above.

(1) The United States is a country in the Hemisphere. It consists of

contiguous states on the North American continent, and Hawaii.
(2) The USA shares land borders with Canada and and a water border

with Russia.

(3) The contiguous forty-eight states are otherwise bounded by on the
west, on the east, and the Gulf of Mexico on
the

(4) The United States could be divided into five regions. They are the Northeast,
, Midwest, , and the West.
(5) The five Great Lakes, which the United States shares with

are
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2.

estimated to contain about half of the world’ s
(6) In the east of the USA lie
States.

, the oldest mountains in the United

(7) , “the backbone of the continent,” are considered young mountains

of the same age as in Europe, in Asia, and

in South America.
(8) Washington, D. C., is located on land donated by

Write T in the brackets if the statement is true and write F if it is false.

(1) The USA consists of 48 states. ( )

(2) The USA is bordered by Australia and Canada. ( )

(3) The Rockies, located in the west of the USA, are old mountains in the country. (

)

(4) Alaska borders the Pacific Ocean to the south, the Bering Strait to the west, and the
Arctic Ocean to the north. ( )

(5) The Grand Canyon was cut by a great river called the Rio Grande. ( )

(6) West of the Central Lowland are the Great Plains, likened to the flat top of a table
which is slightly tilted upward to the west. ( )

(7) The high Columbia tableland and the Cascade Mountains were built by Volcanoes.
( )

(8) At the border of the Pacific Ocean lie the Sierra Nevada, relatively low mountains in a
region where occasional earthquakes show that the process of mountain-building has

not yet stopped. ( )

Language Focus

1.

Fill in the blanks with the proper form of the following words or expressions you have
learned in the texts.

resemble take. . . apart enable. . . to grind

determine  break into wash down reassemble

roughly consider

(1) This dictionary will you understand German words.

(2) The rain bits of stone from the mountain.

(3) The Appalachians run parallel to the east coast.

(4) A stone hit the window and it several pieces.

(5) The Rockies are young mountains.

(6) Pioneer families had to the wagons piece by piece, carry them
through, and then them on the other side.

(7) He his father in character as well as in appearance.

(8) The amount of the rainfall the size of the crop.

(9) The great northern ice cap flowed over the North American continent and into

it a number of major changes.



