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Chapter [ A General Introduction
to Physical Geography

The United States is situated in the central part of North America
with its two youngest states — Alaska in the northwestern part of
North America and Hawaii in the central Pacific. The country is
bounded by Canada on the north and by Mexico and the Gulf of
Mexico on the south with the Atlantic Ocean on the east and Pacific
Ocean on the west. The total area of the country is 9 372 614 square
kilometers. The total population is about 301 764 000(2007). The
whole country includes 50 states and a federal district, the District of
Columbia, which is the seat of the Federal Government.

1. Three Geographical Divisions

The United States can be divided into three parts according to its
geographical features:the eastern part,the western part,and the great
central plain in between.

(1) The eastern part is made up of the highlands formed by the
Appalachian Range. It holds one sixth of the national territory on the
continent. These highlands are relatively low. The average altitude is
only 800 meters above sea level. The range begins from north Maine
and reaches to central Alabama, covering a distance of 1200 miles.
The average width of the upland belt is not more than 300 miles.
Three components make up this upland belt,the Piedmont Plateau in
the east, the Appalachian Plateaus in the west and the Appalachian
Range in the middle. :

In the east of the upland belt lies the Atlantic Coastal Plain,which
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begins south of New York City, includes southward the entire
peninsula of Florida, and merges with the wide Gulf Plain. The
Atlantic Coastal Plain is bounded on the west by the “Fall Line”
creating the passage to the Piedmont lying beyond, where the rivers
are marked by water-falls and rapids.

(2) The western part consists of high plateaus and mountains
formed by the Great Cordillera Range ,extending from Canada through
the western part of the United States to Mexico and further south.
From west to east, this mountain system is composed of the Coast
Range,the Cascades and the Rocky Mountains. The whole area of this
part holds one third of the country’s territory on the continent.

The Rocky Mountains reach from the Canadian border in
Montana and Idaho, through Wyoming, Utah and Colorado,into New
Mexico having an average altitude of more than 3000 meters above
sea level. The worldknown Yellowstone National Park is located in the
northwestern part of Wyoming. It is the oldest national park in the
world and the largest wildlife preserve in the United States. it covers
2219 785 acres. Established in 1872, the park got its name from the
yellow rocks lining the Yellowstone River section north of it.
Yellowstone has thousands of hot springs and over 200 geysers ( hot
springs that shoot steam and boiling water into the air) . Old Faithful is
the most famous geyser in the park, erupting more than 100 feet in the
air about every 73 minutes.

In the west of the Rocky Mountains lie two plateaus ; the Colorado
Plateaus in the south along the Colorado River and the Columbia
Plateau in the north, bearing the name of the Columbia River which
runs through the plateau.

The Colorado Plateaus are threaded by many deep valleys or
canyons among which the best known is Colorado Valley, also called
Grand Canyon, in northern Arizona. It is one of the great natural
wonders of the world. It measures about 277 miles long, up to 18 miles
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wide,and more than a mile deep. The walls of the Grand Canyon
show layers that tell the story of the formation of the earth. Visitors can
hike or ride mules down to the Colorado River at the bottom of the
canyon where the Havasupai Indians have lived for hundreds of
years.

Between the two plateaus lies the Great Basin, including the
whole of Nevada,a small section of Oregon and the southeastern part
of California. It is the driest part of the country. Along the border
between Oregon and Idaho is Hells Canyon, the deepest chasm in
North America. The powerful Snake River has carved out depths of up
to 2408 meters here. Much of southeastern California is desert. The
Sierra Nevada, in eastern California, is the highest mountain range in
the continental United States. Beautiful waterfalls and steep montains
in Yosemite National Park offer spectacular views. Farther north along
the coastline are forests of beautiful redwoods. These trees grow to
heights of 91 meters and are the tallest living things on earth.

Along the Pacific Coast Line is the Pacific Mountain System
which contains two major chains of mountains. The first chain
includes the Cascade Range in Oregon and Washington, lower and
broader, stretching ‘southward until it reaches the Sierra Nevada,
which is high and deep. Along the Pacific border is the second chain,
which includes the California Coast Range,the Oregon Coast Range,
etc.

Between the two chains of mountains lies the broad and rich
valley, the valley of California which is 450 miles long and 50 miles
wide. In eastern California lies Death Valley, 85 meters below sea
level. It is the lowest point in the whole of North America.

(3) Between the Rocky Mountains and the Appalachians lies the
central plain which occupies one second of America’s landmass on
the continent. It stretches from the Great Lakes in the north to the Gulf
of Mexico in the south. Drained by the Mississippi and its tributaries, it
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slopes towards the east where it merges with the Atlantic Coast Plain.

The western part of the central plain is also called the “ Great
Plains. ” This region stretches from central Texas to the Canadian
border with 1200 miles in length and 300 miles in width. The eastern
part of the central plain is the central lowlands, which are the most
important agricultural area in the United States. The Gulf Plains are a
vast area of towland, including all of Mississippi and Louisiana, the
greater part of Florida, Alabama and Texas;and lesser areas in western
Tennessee and Kentucky.

The Great Plains is also a treeless plateau that gently rises from
the central lowlands to the foothills of the Rocky Mts. The Black Hilis
of South Dakota form the region’s only upland area which is opened
up for tourism with two memorials-Mount Rushmore National
Memorial and Crazy Horse Memorial.

Mount Rushmore National Memorial, located in Black Hills,
attracts more than 20 000 tourists daily during the summer. There,
carved on the face of the mountain and visible for 60 miles are the
enormous ( 18.3 meters high) heads of four U. S. presidents—
Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt. The
sculpture was designed by Gutzon Borglum, who had even more
ambitious plans for the site. These were abandoned when he died
(1941), and the work was finished later that year by his son Lincoin.
In all, it took 14 years to complete the figures.

Another memorial is Crazy Horse Memorial. Crazy Horse
Memorial, home of the world’s largest mountain sculpture in
progress, is in the Black Hills of South Dakota, just 17 miles
southwest of Mount Rushmore. It is a huge project that is said to be
completed in almost one hundred years. Now only the head of Crazy
Horse is completed and the long arm and the horse head are still
under carving. When it is completed, the 563-foot-high mountain
carving-in-the-round will dominate the horizon. Sculptor Korczak
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Ziolkowski began the project in 1948 at the request of Lakota Chief
Henry Standing Bear and other Native American elders. Sculptor
Korczak was determined to honor the Indian hero Crazy Horse by
designing Crazy Horse on a galloping horse with one arm pointing
forward. He overcame many difficulties and hardships such as lack of
equipments and financial shortage. Korczak died in 1982. His wife,
Ruth, and some members of their family continue the project,
working with the nonprofit Crazy Horse Memorial Foundation. Over
the past 25 years, the growing voluntary public support for the
private, nonprofit project has expanded the mountain carving and the
Memorial’s educational programs. Now the Memorial’s visitor
complex includes the 40000 square foot Welcome Center and
theaters, the Indian Museum of North America, the Native American
Educational & Cultural Center, the sculptor’s log home studio and
workshop, indoor and outdoor galleries, museum gift shop,
restaurant and snack bar areas and expansive viewing veranda.

2. The Three Major River Systems

The three river systems in the United States are the system of the
Gulf, the system of the Atlantic and the system of the Pacific.

The Rocky Mountains form the most important continental divide
in North America, separating the system of the Atlantic and the system
of the Pacific.

(1) The Mississippi River is the longest and the most important
river in the system of the Gulf. It flows from the Great Lakes to the
Gulf of Mexico, having the length of 6262 kilometers and a drainage
area of 3 225 000 square kilometers. It is of the greatest rivers in the
world. The Mississippi has many tributaries, among which the Missouri
and the Ohio are two of its largest ones. These rivers form an
important inland navigation and irrigation system.

(2) There are no long rivers in the system of the Atlantic. The



