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Panoramic View of the United States (1)

[Text]

1. Geographical Position and Territory

The United States of America (or USA for short) is situated in the central-southern part of
North America. The total area of America is some 9. 37 million square kilometers, which makes it
the fourth largest country in the world. With the exception of Alaska, which borders on north-
western Canada, and Hawaii, which lies in the Pacific 3, 200 kilometers from the mainland, all
the other states are on the mainland. The continental United States stretches 4, 500 kilometers
from the Atlantic Ocean on the east to the Pacific Ocean on the west. It is bordered by Canada on
the north and by Mexico and the Gulf of Mexico on the south. Its coastline runs about 22, 680
kilometers, which makes it one of the countries with the longest coastline in the world. Washing-

ton DC is the nation’s capital, a district under the special jurisdiction of the Congress.
2. Physical Features and Topography

So far as its geographical features are concerned, the large territory of the continental United
States can be roughly divided into three basic areas: the Atlantic Seacoast and the Appalachian
Mountains in the east, the Central Plains and the Rockies west to the Pacific Qcean.

(1) The Atlantic Seacoast and the Appalachian Mountains The Atlantic Seacoast, the
nearest to Europe from America, was the first to be settled by immigrants. This coastal plain is
washed by the Atlantic Ocean and, farther south, by the Gulf of Mexico. It stretches from New
York southward through Florida down to the estuary of the Rio Grande. It is so low that the tides
from the sea can be seen in the streams for many miles, so it has got the name of tide-water re-

_gion. The coastal plain is rather narrow in the North, but it widens as it goes south until it be-
comes as wide as 300 kilometers in the South. Generally speaking, the soil here is very rich and
productive. There are all kinds of farm in this region.

To the west of this coastal plain lie the Appalachian Mountains® which run from northeast to
southwest, covering a distance of about 3, 000 kilometers. These are old mountains with rounded
tops and wooded hills, usually not exceeding 800 meters in height. In the north they nearly reach

the sea and leave-little room for coastal plain. This gave rise to a number of deep-water harbors
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which have made this region very important in America’s foreign trade.

(2) The Central Plains The Central Plains lie between the Appalachian Mountains on the
east and the Rocky Mountains on the west, and stretch from the Great Lakes in the north to the
Gulf of Mexico in the south. Drained by the Mississippi and its tributaries, the plains slope to-
wards the east where they merge with the Atlantic Coast Plain. This area is so large that it takes
up about half of the large continental United States. They may be subdivided into two parts: the
Central Lowlands and the High Western Plains. The Central Lowlands extend from the US-Cana-

dian border to the Gulf of Mexico, lying in the basin of the Mississippi River. Westward they rise
gradually to the High Plains at the base of the Rocky Mountains. The soil here is fertile, the cli-
mate favorable, and the rainfall is moderate. Because of this, it is the most important agricultural
area in the United States, known variously as “the Barn of America”, “the Corn Belt”, and so

on. The High Western Plains extend from eastern Montana, through Wyoming and eastern Col-

orade, and southward into Texas. The High Plains are crossed by the Missouri River and other
tributaries of the Mississippi River which have cut deep canyons. Apart from the river valleys, the
High Plains consist of the great prairies, where millions of head of cattle graze. This area was
very important for beef production, althoﬁgh now large tracts of land in this area have been turned
into farmland. It remains another important part of the “Barn of America”.

(3) The Rockies® West to the Pacific Ocean To the west of the Great Plains are the Rocky
Mountains. These majestic mountains stretch all the way from Mexico to the Arctic. They are
high, sharp and rugged and often capped with snow. The whole tremendous broken system of the
Rockies includes many mountain ranges, such as the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Cascade
Mountains.

The striking and varied scenery of the Rockies has given rise to the establishment of many
national parks here—38 in all. The most famous is the Yellowstone National Park which covers
an area of about 9, 000 square kilometers. It is the oldest national park in the world and the
largest wildlife preserve in the United States. In this park there are deep canyons, towering wa-
terfalls, great caves far beneath the earth, hot springs and dense virgin forests. The National
Grand Canyon Park is also world-famous. The canyon was cut by the Colorado River. It is about
400 kilometers long, nearly 2 kilometers deep and in some places extends as wide as 20 kilometers
between the tops of its steep walls. Between the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Rocky Moun-
tains there is a large area of 170, 000 square kilometers which is a desert. Close to the western
edge of this region, there is a particularly lonely strétch of desert named Death Valley with an
area of 6,700 square kilometers. The valley, 85 meters below sea level, is the lowest and hottest
place in America. It got the name because many adventurers died in the valley during the gold .
rush when explorers rushed to California for gold.

Along the Pacific Coast are the lower and gentler Coast Ranges which include many forested
hills and low lands. Between the Coast Ranges and the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Cascade
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Mountains are two great valleys. The southern valley, more than 800 kilometers long, is called
the Great Central Valley, and the northern one, Willamette Valley. The Great Central Valley, in
California, is large and fertile. It is largely fed by irrigation systems, and it leads the country in
production fruits such as oranges, apricots, grapes, peaches and so on. Willamette Valley is a
gentle and fertile region. There are many farms and orchards here which are green all the year
round.

Separated from the continental US by Canadian territory, the state of Alaska occupies the
extreme northwest portion of the North American continent. The State of Hawaii consists of a

group of Pacific islands formed by volcanoes rising sharply from the ocean floor.
3. Rivers and Lakes

The United States is comparatively rich in water resources. Except for some dry areas in the
west, -especially the southwest, the country for the most part receives enough rainfall for plant
growing. Besides, there are many rivers and lakes that can be used to irrigate fields, transport
goods, and furnish power.

The Mississippi River®, often called the “Father of Waters”, is the most important and
longest river in the country. Nearly all the rivers west of the Appalachian Mountains and east of
the Rockies flow toward each other and empty into this river. The Mississippi River system con-
sists of the main river itself and more than 50 tributaries, having a drainage area of 3.2 million
square kilometers. Its water comes from areas which account for two-thirds of the United States.
The Mississippi flows about 6,262 kilometers from its northwestern source in the Rockies to the
Gulf of Mexico. The Missouri River, the Red River, is the largest tributary of the Mississippi.
Since the river runs through the dry west, it carries a large amount of soil in its water which is
deep brown. Another important river which belongs t6 the Mississippi drainage system but emp-
ties into the Ohio River is the Tennessee River. Originating in the Great Lakes area, the Ohio

River meets the Mississippi below St. Louis. Fed by the Tennessee river, the Ohio River con-
tributes over half of the water of the Mississippi. ‘ ‘

The Colorado River? and the Rio Grande River are in Southwest America. The Colorado is
very famous for the Colorado Canyon which cuts 1, 000 meters deep into the earth and extends 20
kilometers across at some places. A large national park has been set up along part of this river.
Hoover Dam, also on this river, produces large amount of electricity for southwest America to ir-
rigate its dry land. The Rio Grande River runs about 3, 200 kilometers. It is a boundary river be-
tween Mexico and the United States.

In the northwestern corner of the country, there is the Columbia River. Its Grand Coulee
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Dam is very famous, and visited by many foreign experts.

All the rivers east of the Appalachians empty into the Atlantic. They are numerous. The Po-
tomac River is famous not only because Washington, the capital of the nation, is situated on its
Fall Line, but also because it is the dividing line between the South and the North. The Hudson
River is also famous because New York stands at its estuary. The Hudson River is connected with
Lake Erie by a canal and New York owed much to this connection for its prosperity in the 19th
century. The St Lawrence River forms part of the boundary between Canada and the USA serving
an international river.

The most important lakes in America are the Great Lakes which include five big lakes: Lake
Superior, Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario. Only Lake Michigan be-

longs to America completely while the other four are shared with Canada. These five lakes cover

an area of about 240, 000 square kilometers and are the largest lake group in the world. They con-
tain about half of the world’s fresh water. All the five lakes are inter-connected, reaching the At-
lantic by way of the Lawrence River and the Hudson River. The five lakes slope downward as
they go eastward. The 100-meter drop of water from Lake Erie to Lake Ontario forms the world-
famous Niagara Falls® which attract millions of visitors each year.

The other large lake in the United States is the Great Salt Lake in the arid Great Basin of
Utah. It is the largest inland salt lake in North America.

4. Natural Resources

The United States is rich in mineral resources. It ranks among the countries with the great-
est reserves of coal, iron ore and oil. It also abounds in lead, copper, zinc, gold, aluminum,
phosphate rock, and silver.

America has enough coal to last centuries. Most of the coal reserves are found in the Ap-
palachians, the Central Plain, and the Rockies.

America has a large reserve of iron ore. Most of it is found in the Appalachians and in the ar-
eas to the west and south of Lake Superior. The most important mining area is in the state of
Minnesota. ,

Most of America’s oil reserve is along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico. Texas, Louisiana,
and Oklahoma produce more than half of the country’s total. Alaska has also much oil. But large
scale production and big consumption have made America insufficient in oil supply. The insuffi-
ciency has to be met by imports from Mexico, England, Venezuela and the Middle East.

Today the nation’s largest open-pit copper mining center is Birmingham, Utah. Utah is also
famous for its Great Salt Lake which contains about 6, 000 million tons of salt.

The lead and zinc deposits of Utah, Idaho and Tennessee are estimated at 32 million and 26
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million tons respectively.

A Other minerals such as gold, silver and mercury are also found in the mountains. However,
the ruthless exploitation of these minerals has led to great waste and the rapid depletion of the
once a rich natural resources of the United States. The United States also gobbles up such strate-
gic minerals as nickel, tin, manganese, and diamonds from other countries.

The United States has a potential source of immense hydro-electric power, estimated at more
than 130 billion watts. These resources come mainly from the Columbia River, the Colorado Riv-
er, the Ohio River, the St Lawrence River and the five Great Lakes.

About 47 percent of the land area of the United States is farmland. Owing to the vast
amount of arable land, about one-fourth of the country’s territory is covered with forests. Areas
covered by dense forests are scattered over the Rockies, the Cascade Range, the Nevada Moun-
tains, the Coastal Range, the Appalachians and the Peninsula of Florida and Alaska.

Prairies and highland pastures cover 28 percent of the country’s total area.
5. Climate and Weather

The United States is mainly situated in the northern temperate zone, and there are great cli-
mate variations between the seven main climatic areas.

(1) The humid area with a temperate continental climate This region lies largely in the
northeastern part of the country and the land around the Great Lakes. It is very cold in winter
and the average temperature in January ranges from 0°C to minus 12°C. The average freezing pe-
riod in the Great Lake area is four months. There are frequent snowstorms and ice-storms in win-
ter; in summer it is hot and rainy. The total annual rainfall in the greater part of this area is about
1, 000 millimeters.

(2) A subtropical humid area This region stretches over the greater part of the southeast-
ern United States. Influenced by the warm Gulf Stream), it is characterized by mild winters and
hot summers with rainfall throughout the entire year. Since in America there is no mountain
range running from east to west, occasional cold air from the north may bring frost in winter,
causing great loss to fruit farmers. Some of the Southeastern states are harassed by another natu-
ral disaster, hurricanes.

(3) A tropical humid area This refers to the southern part of the Florida peninsula. There
is no winter here, and Miami Beach attracts a million tourists every year.

(4) A sub-humid area This region covers the dry High Plain west off longitude 100°W.
Temperatures are strikingly continental, cold in winter and hot in summer.

(5) A semi-arid and arid area Semi-arid and arid conditions prevail in the inland plateaus
including much of the area between the Cascade-Sierra Nevada ranges and the Rockies, and parts
of Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, southeastern California and southwestern Texas.
Here, the weather is dry and the annual rainfall is often less than 500 millimeters.

(6) A humid area with a temperate oceanic climate This humid or super-humid area lies

along the section of the north Pacific Coast. Climate in this region is characterized by a mild win-
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ter, and cool summers with ample rainfall evenly distributed throughout the year. The average

annual rainfall is over 2, 000 millimeters.

(7) A Mediterranean climatic area

This sub-tropical region is found along the southern

part of the Pacific Coast. This Mediterranean-type climate is characterized by mild and wet win-

ters and dry summers. It is never cold in south California. During the winter, central California

receives the westerly winds which blow in-shore bringing rain. But in summer, when the wind

belts move towards the north, central California lies in the northeast trade winds belt which blows

off-shore and thus brings no rain to this region.
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[Reading Comprehension]

1.

10.

The United States today is the _______ largest country in size in the world.
A. second B. third C. fourth D. fifth
. The first settlement for the immigrants is '
A. the Appalachian Mountains B. the Atlantic Seacoast
C. the Rio Grande D. the Central Plains
are known as “the Corn Belt”.
A. The Central Plains ' B. The High Western Plains
C. The Atlantic Seacoast D. The Central Lowlands
. The lowest and hottest place in America is .
A. Willamette Valley B. the Silicon Valley
C. Death Valley D. the Great Central Valley
. The longest and most important river in America is , and is the largest tribu-
tary of it. '

A. the Mississippi River; the Missouri River
B. the Missouri River; the Ohio River
C. the Tennessee River; the “Father River”

-D. the Great Lakes; the Mississippi

. The boundary river between Mexico and the United States is called

A. the Columbia River B. the Rio Grande River
'C. the Colorado River D. the Hudson River
. The dividing line between the south and the north of America is

A. the Fall Line ‘ B. the Hudson River

C. the Lawrence River D. the Potomac River

. The largest inland salt lake in North America is

A. the Great Lakes B. Lake Ontario
C. the Great Salt Lake D. Lake Michigan

. Most of America’s oil reserve is

A. in Texas B. in Alaska
C. along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico D. in Louisiana
refers to the southern part of the Florida peninsula.
A. The tropical humid area B. The subtropical humid area

C. The Mediterranean climatic area D. The semi-arid and arid area



