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Unit One The Land and the People

( Focal Points N

a vast and rich land a City upon a Hill the Great Plains
a nation of immigrants success story the Gold Rush
the American Dream the “melting-pot” assimilation
salad bowl cultural diversity

L J

Discussion Questions

1. What makes an American?

2. What is the American Dream?

Text

a varied land % % % % The United States is a varied land—of forests, deserts,

% mountains, high flat lands and fertile plains. Almost every kind
of climate can be found in the country, but, taken as a whole,
the temperate zone 2 # the United States lies mostly in the temperate zone. The conti-
nental United States stretches 4,500 kilometers from the Atlan-
tic Ocean on the east to the Pacific Ocean. It borders Canada on
Gulf of Mexico &7 the north, and reaches south to Mexico and the Gulf of Mexico.
With an area of 9,363,123 square kilometers, the United States

is exceeded in size only by Russia, Canada, and China.
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In this vast area there inhabit tens of millions of immi-
grants and their descendents, who, in search of the American
Dream, have turned this vast stretch of wilderness into the most
modern and most powerful country in the world within a short
span of a few hundred years. Beginning as a sparsely settled land
with about 10 million Native Americans living across the whole
North America in pre-Columbian era, the present-day United
States has now become a multi-ethnic, multi-racial, and multi-
cultural country with an estimated population of 325,127,000 as
of December 2015, making it the third-most populous country in

the world.

A Land of Abundance

The most pronounced feature of the United States is its
vast size and great variety. Because of its vastness and diversi-
ty, American natural environment varies from the Arctic to the
tropical, from rainforest to desert, and from vast plains to rug-
ged mountains. Indeed. the present-day United States compre-
hends most of the physical conditions known to human beings:
heat and cold, swamp and dry waste land, mountain ranges and
endless plains, empty spaces and megalopolis, and above all,
the world’s largest river system. Given such great variations, it
is not difficult to appreciate the fact that life in the hot southern
sub-tropical forests can be in sharp contrast to that in the
North, where winters may constitute an entirely different world
to people living in the South.

Another advantage of American geography is its richness,
in addition to its size and variety, When the early colonists came
to the New World, they were all struck by the abundant supply
of its natural resources. The New England seas, for example,
were thick with fish, and a wealth of forest was found along the
Atlantic coast and on the Appalachians. Even greater wealth lay
in the Appalachian coal fields. Beyond that, the trans-Appala-

chians had a super-abundance of coal and oil, together with i-

descendent 5 &

span — £ & f4]

sparsely # 3% # # J 3

pre-Columbian 5 4 # “ &
WEMN KB AT

estimated & it &%

pronounced & # 9 .9 2 89

Arctic db 48

tropical # i ¢4
rainforest @ #&

plain -} &

rugged # I 5
comprehend &4~ f.45
swamp 3 i i
megalopolis A2 X 1% 7

the New England seas #7
ERZAHSE



Unit One The Land and the People m s e

fertile and productive soil
L& Fal TR 1

abound with % i#%

ranges il 3b

irrigable =T 3 2% &

basin &

asset K &b .5 H A &4

haven & RU# & £ 8930 7

a City upon the Hill 1y &
Z

the Appalachians ] & 12
£ 0 Bk

forge 4 % %, 4T3

trait 45 4E ¥ & AT B

reckless & 3 &, R it &

lhr(%wé?away culture — %k
HAE R AL

retreat 5# (8 & 2 3%

cross-roads L 7 3,

densely-populated A o &
£

gulf B4 o

lifeline & & £

ron, copper, lead and zinc, and above all, of fertile and produc-
tive soils. The Far West abounded with precious metals as well
as forested ranges going down to its irrigable basins. So abun-
dant were America's natural resources that they were thought to
be boundless, capable of lasting for many, many years to come,
if not forever.

Besides its enormous wealth of natural resources, the posi-
tion of the United States has also been thought to be one of its
chief assets. Over 2,000 miles from Europe (or 3,000 miles
from Great Britain) and 7,000 miles from Asia, it was long iso-
lated from the conflicts of these troubled continents, offering it-
self as a haven for those who wished to seek a new life. Not sur-
prisingly , many of the first settlers were Pilgrims who ran away
from their own country to build a City upon the Hill in this New
World. However, as the settlers moved westward, striking in-
land first across the Appalachians and then across the Mississip-
pi River, they isolated themselves further, enjoying a still grea-
ter opportunity to create a different and better life in the West
than could have ever been imagined by their cousins left behind
in the East or back home in Europe. In this sense, isolation
helped America to forge many of its traits, not least of which
was the reckless use of its abundant natural resources, creating
what scholars later called “throw-away culture”.

As the world grew less land-based and more ocean-cen-
tered, the position of the United States received fresh value.
With improvements in transportation and communication, A-
merica ceased to be a retreat and instead became a cross-roads:
a cross-roads between East and West, facing the two most
densely-populated regions of the world—Western Europe and
Eastern Asia. This shift has given the United States a vast
scope of opportunity, for instead of being gulfs of separation,
the Atlantic and the Pacific have become the lifelines of a new
world in which Americans have made their country the focus of

the world connections, reaping huge benefits from trades and
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commerce with Western Europe and Eastern Asia.

Additionally, the geographical position has favored Ameri-
cans in placing their country in the middle of latitudes. Ameri-
ca, as a whole, is a warm-temperate land and only in northern
Alaska is it under the permanent threat of frost. Moreover,
with the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans on both sides, America
is swept by humid and maritime airs and only in the extreme
Southwest does it experience chronic drought. No other country
has such a favorable climatic disposition—comfortable, stimula-
ting, and productive. Take Russia and China for example.
Two-thirds of Russia is in the cool-temperate and arctic zones,
often frustrated by frost, and in the case of China, a large part
of its land is so continental that they are virtually away from
rain-bearing winds, frequently plagued by droughts. Evidently,
both Russia and China pale in comparison with the United
States in geographical position.

While America's resources are plentiful, it does not mean
that they would automatically yield beneficial results. Barriers
of distance and relief and certain difficulties in the climate have
all had to be overcome before the rich rewards could be won.
So, there has been a strong element of challenge in each part of
America in the exploitation of natural resources, evident from
the beginning to the present. New England fisheries are set in a
storm-swept sea where storm-tracks from the interior are carried
out over the ocean. Virginia and the Carolinas have their “dis-
mal swamps” to put up with: poor drainage and an all but tropi-
cal summer often meant fever of one kind or another in the past.
And once the interior is reached, new hazards are there to be
dealt with. A truly continental climate with strong heating in
summer and intense chilling in winter brings July thunderstorms
and blizzards. Before the arrival of science and technology, the
killing of crops by severe winter frosts was quite common, and
when spring came and snow melted, dangerous floods often

rolled down the rivers and brought widespread ruin. Further
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