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Chapter I 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 coun-
try 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 Pa-
cific Ocean on the west. The total area of the country is 9 372 614
square kilometers. The total population is about 256 558 000
(1993). The whole country includes 50 states and a federal district,
the District of Columbia, which is the seat of the Federal Govern-
ment.

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 alti-
tude is only 800 meters above sea level. The range begins from north
Maine and reaches to central Alabama, covering a distance of 1 200
miles. The average width of the upland belt is not more than 300

miles. Three components make up this upland belt, the Piedmont
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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 begins south of New York City,includes scuthward the entire
peninsula of Florida, and merges with the wide Gulf Plain. The At-
lantic Coastal Plain is bounded on the west by the “Fall Line” creat-
ing 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 fur-
ther 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 Mon-
tana and Idaho, through Wyoming, Utah and Colorado, into New
Mexico having an average altitude of more then 3 000 meters above
sea level. The worldknown Yellowstone National Park: is located in
the northwestern part of Wyoming. It is the oldest national ;')ark in
the world and the largest wildlife preserve in the United States. It
covers 2 219 785 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 Col-

orado Plateaus in the south along the Colorado River and the
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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 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 thg 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 bor-
der between Oregon and Idaho is Hells Canyon, the deepest chasm
in North America. The powerful Snake River has carved out depths
of up to 2 408 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 red-
woods. 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 in-
cludes 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
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Range, ete. )

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 slopes towards the east where it merges with the At-
lantic 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 1 200 miles in length and 300 miles in width. The east-

. ern 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 lowland, including all of Mississippi and
Louisiana, the greater part of Florida, Alabama and Texas; and less-

$
er areas in western Tennessee and Kentucky.

2. The Three Ma jor 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 di-
vide 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 6 262 kilometers and a
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drainage area of 3 225 000 square kilometers. It is one of the great-
est 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 inl the system of the Atlantic. The
Hudson River, linked by canals with the five Great Lakes, flows
through the state of New ‘York, having a length of only 520 kilome-
ters. It is, however, one of the main arteries for inland waterway
traffic. The Dalaware River forms the boundary of Pennsylvania and
New Jersey. Washington, the capital of the U, S, A., is on the Po-
tomac River. The St. Lawrence River forms part of the boundary
between Canada and the U. S. A. , serving as an international river.

(3) In the system of the Pacific, there are two major ri\.'ers: the
Columbia River and the Colorado River. They flow through the
western plateaus and are rich in potential water power resources due
to their swift currents. The Columbia River rises in Canada and
flows through Washington State and forms part of the boundary be-
tween Oregon and Washington. It finally empties into the Pacific.
The Colorado River flows through Colorado, Utah, Arizona and
forms part of the boundary between California and Arizona and then
pours into the Gulf of California.

The five Great Lakes lying between the boundary of Canada
and the United States are: Lake Michigan, Lake Superior, Lake
Erie, Lake Huron and Lake Ontario. Among the five, Superior is
the largest freshwater lake of its kind in the world. Lake Michigan
is wholly within the United States while the other four run along
the national boundary between the U. S. A. and Canada. The five
Great Lakes are open to navigation by large steamers.

The world-famous Niagara Falls are located on the U. S. -
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Canadian boundary between Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. The
width of the Falls is about 1 240 meters and the drop average 49
meters.

In northern Utah, there is a lake called the Great Salt Lake. It

is the largest inland salt lake in North America.

3. Climate

The climate in the United States varies from coast to coast. -
Temperatures change from 20 degrees centigrade below zero in win-
ter to nearly 25 degrees centigrade above zero in summer. Taking
the country as a whole, we may classify the climate in the country as
one of continental or as one of mild subtropical zones with only the
southern part of Florida being tropical.

~ The south, the southwest and California have a warmer climate
with meist air. Byt in the western plateaus including Nevada, Ari-
zona, Utah and parts of Idaho and colorado, days are hot and nights
cool. The weather is dry and there is little rain for the breezes of the
Pacific lose their moisture as they hit the mountains.

In Ehe northeast (New England)and the areas around the Great
Lakes, the weather is hot in summer and cold in winter. There is
much rain and snow. -

The Gulf Plain and the southeastern part enjoy warm weather
and moist air.

In the central plain, the weather is hot in summer and cold in
winter ‘during which there is much snow,

Almost through the middle of the country, north and south,
runs a well-known 50 centimeter Rain-fall Line,in the east of which
there is comparatively more rain so agriculture is easy; but in-the
west of which there is much less rain (less than 50 cm. a year) with
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the exception of the coastal areas along the Pacific. These areas are
especially {avored by the prevailing .winds, which gather the rains as
they leave the ocean.

The Cascade and the Sierra Nevada Mountains, due to their lo-
cations close to the coast. catch the largest share of the rain coming
from the ocean before it can go further inland. So there is too little

rain available for almost the whole western half of the country.

4. Natural Resources

The United States ts rich in natural resources in deposits,
forestry, water power, etc.

The following deposits rank first in the capitalist countries;
coal, natural gas, aluminum, zinc, silver, molybdenum, uranium
and zirconum. There are also large reserves of iron ore, phosphorus,
copper, gold; sylvite and sulfur.

What the‘country is short of is deposits in manganese, chromi-
um, nickel, tin, cobalt stibium, diamond and mica, which have to
be imported from abroad.

One fourth of the country’s territory is covered with forests
which mainly corcentrate upon three areas: the area along the north
western coast of the Pacific, the area in the south and the area in the
north.

America has rich water power resources, the total of which is
about 130Q billion watts. These resources come mainly from the
Columbia River, the Colorado River, the Ohio River, the St.

Lawrence River and the five Great Lakes.

5. Territory
The United States today is the fourth largest country in size in
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the world. When the colonies gained their independence and set up
the new country two hundred years ago, there were, however, only
thirteen states, located along the Atlantic in a narrow strip.

Along with the rapid growth of the cour;try, the external ex-
pansion and aggression proceeded on for more than a century,result-
ing in the United States of the present size,

Besides the original thirteen colonies, the area west to the Mis-
sissippi River became part of America in the Treaty of Paris be-
tween Britain and the U. S. in 1783.

In 1803, the United States took advantage of the European
War and purchased the vast area of Louisiana from Napoleon I with
$ 15 000 000. The national territory was doubled with this addi-
tion. ' .

In 1819, the Spanish colony of Floride became part of the
country’s territory. _

Texas, having belonged to Mexico, was annexed by the U. S.
in 1845. As a result of the U. S.-Mexican War breaking out in
1846, ‘a vast area of the Mexico®s territory, some 944 825 square
miles was turned to the U. S. The area embraces the present states
of Texas, Colorado, California , Arizona, Nevada, Utah , New Mexico
and part of Wyoming. Half of the entire territory of Mexico was
thus lost. '

In 1867, America purchased the present state of Alaska from
Russia at a price of $ 7 200 000. It is now the largest state in the
country, more than 1 500 000 square kilometers.

The Hawaiian Islands, which fell into the U. S. * control in
1889, are situated in the Pacific and became the fiftieth state of the
Union in 1959,
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Exercise 1. Answer the following questions ;

(1) How is the American tgrritory on the continent divided?

(2) What are the general features of the American territory of
the continent?

(3) What are the features of each of the three divisions?

(4) What are the major characteristics of each of the three river

systems?

(5) What are the types and the features of the climate in the

U.S. 7

Exercise 2. Explain the follawing terms
(1) the District of Columbia
(2) the Fall Line

(3) the Appalachian Range

(4) the Cordillera Range

(5) the Great Basin

(6) the great central plain

(7) the Great Plains

(8) the Mississippi River

(9) the five Great Lakes

(10) the Niagara Falls

(11) Yellowstone National Park
(12) Grand Canyon

(13) OM Faithful
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