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On the Cover:

Three views of the United States: the

land on which the country was born, the
prairies which led to the growth of huge
farms, and the industry which grew from the
land's resources.
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OUTLINE
OF
AMERICAN
GEOGRAPHY



Of the many inquiries that are received by the United States Infor-
mation Service, a large proportion are concerned with American
geography. Through words and photographs. this book gives the
reader a partial picture of the nation, telling about some of the ways
Americans have used their land and their resources. This is in no
sense a definitive account; each of the aspects treated here within
the space of a few pages has been the subject of many in-depth
studies. On pages 104-106 are listed the titles of a few of the many
volumes available for more thorough research. It is hoped that this
introduction to the subject of American geography will add to the
store of shared knowledge and mutual understanding between those
who read it and the people of the United States.
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INTRODUCTION

There is almost no end to the things men have done to
make their land productive. The raw material with which
they work is their geography: the natural features of the area
and the distribution of life within it.

What people do with their geography is an exciting tale
—one that gives human meaning to dry facts about soils,
winds, mountains. plains, rivers. This book tells of the part-
nership of land and people in the United States, and of some
of the changes that partnership brought about.

But first, an overall look at the country: The main land-
mass of the United States lies in central North America, with
Canada to the north, Mexico to the south, the Atlantic Ocean
to the east and the Pacific Ocean to the west. The two newest
states, Alaska and Hawaii, are separated from the continen-
tal United States: Alaska borders on northwestern Canada,
and Hawaii lies in the central Pacific.

The diversity of the country stems from the fact thatit is so
large and has so many kinds of land, climate and people. It
stretches 2,575 kilometers from north to south, 4,500
kilometers from east to west. The deep-green mountain
forests of the northwest coast are drenched with more than
250 centimeters of rain each year. At the other extreme, the
deserts of the southwest receive less than 13 centimeters
annually. A traveler from almost any other country can find
parts of the United States that remind him of home. There
are pine forests dotted with lakes, and mountain peaks
covered with snow. There are meadows with brooks and
trees, and sea cliffs, and wide grassy plains, and broad
spreads of grapevines, and sandy beaches.

In some parts of the United States, the pattern of life
seems to have happened by accident. ,Sometimes when
families moved westward to new farmland their wagons
broke down or they became ill along the way. As a result,
today, almost 200 years later, their descendants are farmers
in little hidden valleys where few would expect people to
live. But these are exceptions. Most people live and work
as they do because the resources of their part of the coun-
try have opened certain opportupities and closed others.
Traditional occupations, political borders, feudal custom
have been less important in the United States than in many
other countries.
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CHAPTER |

PANORAMIC VIEW

““The existence of an area of free land,

its continuous recession, and the advance
of American settlement westward,

explain American development.’

Frederick Jackson Tumer
**'The Significance of the Frontier
in American History™, 1893

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 criss-cross the land, making travel easy. But
only a few generations ago, the topographic features on the
map represented great dangers and difficulties. Today’s vis-
itors, riding over a good road in the Cascade Mountains in
the west coast States of Oregon and 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
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