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Chapter |

Geographical Features and
Natural Resources

1. Location, Size and Geographical Divisions

The United States lies in the central part of North America
with its two youngest states Alaska on the northwest tip of the
continent and Hawaii in the central Pacific. The continental United
States stretches 4, 500 kilometers from the Atlantic Ocean on the
east to the Pacific Ocean on the west. It borders Canada on the
north, and reaches south to Mexico and the Gulf of Mexico. The
total area of the country is a little over 9,360, 000 squate kilome-
ters, which makes it the fourth largest country in the world.

So far as the geographical features are concerned, the large ter-
ritory of the continental United States can be divided into three ba-
sic areas: the Atlantic Seacoast west to the Appalachian Mountains;
the great Mississippi River Basin between the Appalachian and the
Rochy Mountains: the Rockies west to the Pacific Ocean.

(1) The Atlantic Seacoast West to the Appalachians

Along the Atlantic Seacoast is a narrow plain which begins far
up the coast and becomes wider as it goes south. In the Northeast,
the land extending to the Atlantic coastline is hilly, rocky and most-
ly infertile. Much of it is covered by heavy forests. The coastline,
however, is broken by many excellent harbors which were once im-
portant centers of commerce and trade in the early days of the coun-
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try. The Middle Atlantic Seacoast, the most densely populated re-
gion in the U. S., is a flat and fertile region. Despite the fact that
some of the largest cities in the world are situated here, there are
miles and miles beautiful, open country all through this section.

Many heavily wooded mountains and deep valley cut by wide and
beautiful rivers can be found. Three important rivers, the Hudson,

the Delaware and the Susquehanna, flow through this part of the
country. In the deep south, the coast plain is very low and wide.

The soil of this region varies greatly. Some parts along the coast are
almost pure sand. Other sections contain some of the richest soil in
the whole country. However, the weather, the land and the rivers
that run through the south have made it, for most of its history, a

great agricultural region.

The coastal plain appears to be fenced in by the Appalachian
Mountains that begin in Canada and reach all the way to Georgia
and Alabama. These are old mountains with rounded tops and
wooded hills, usually not exceeding 800 meters in height. Most of
the mountain ridges are low enough to be easily crossed by modern
roads. In parts of the Appalachians the land is not good for farm-
ing. But the Appalachians have much beautiful scenery, and there
are many tourist resorts.

(2) The Mississippi River Basin

The Mississippi River Basin between the Appalachians and the
Rochies is one of the largest areas of flatland in the world, which
takes up about half of the continental United States, and covers a
distance of some 2,000 kilometers in width.

The northeastern part of this region is called the Middle West.
It lies in the general area of the Great Lakes. From east to west,
the states in the Middle West are Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Ilh-
nois, Wisconsin, Missouri, lowa, and Minnesota. This region has
great mineral resources, rich soil, a good climate for agriculture,
fertile plains, low rolling hills, and no high mountains. It is one of
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the richest sections of the U. S.

‘The large area to the west of the Mississippi valley is called the
Great Plains. It covers, from north to south, these five states;
North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma.
This area appears to be very flat, which rises gradually toward the
west, Except for a few widely separated sections, there are no trees
or forests in this whole region. The soil here is generally fertile.
Wheat and corn are important crops in the plains states. But in the
west sections, cattle raising is more important.

(3) The Rockies West to the Pacific '

To the west of the great Plain lie the Rocky Mountains, “the
backbone of the continent”. These majestic mountains stretch all
the way from Mexico to the Arctic and form what is known as Con-
tinental Divid, or Great Divid, the most important watershed on
the continent. The Rockies are more than twice as high as the Ap-
palachians and high enough to receive more precipitation than the
surrounding plains and plateaus. Consequently, they are mostly
forested. The striking and varied scenery of the Rockies has given
rise to the establishment of many national parks here. The most fa-
mous one is the Yellowstone National Park which covers an area of
about 9, 000 square kilometers. It is in the northwest corner of
Wyoming, but also takes up part of Montana and Idaho. Yellow-
stone has about 3,000 geysers and hot springs. It also has mud vol-
canoes, fossil forests, and volcanic glass.

Between the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Rocky Moun-
tains there is a large area of high land called the Great Basin. Nearly
all Nevada and large portions of Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and
California are included. This wide area receives little rainfall and
much of it is desert. Death Valley is on the western edge of this re-
gion. The valley, 200 kilometers long and 86 meters below the sea
level, is the lowest and hottest place in America.

Along the Pacific coast, from Washington to southern Califor-
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g, extent the Coas Ranges  OUree hundred miles farthor cast and
parallcl to them hie the Cascade and Sierra Nevada ranges. Between
the Sierra Nevada and the Coast Ranges lies the valley of California.
also called Central Valev, which is a highly productive lowland ex-
tending more than 800 kilometer. from northwest to southeast.
Since it consists chiefl.r of alluviur and easily irrigated. it produces
snormous amounts of fruits and - czetables. It is important, tooc.
for such basic field crops as sugar heets, beans. rice. and cotton.
2. Rivers and Lakes

The Mississippi River is the most important and longest river in
the country. It flows about 6,400 kilometers from its northwestern
sourc= in the Rockies to the Gulf +f Mexico. It drains all the central
area of the USA and has & wide delta, and many tributaries. Before
America completed her railway svstem. the Mississippi had been the
most important artery of transportation in the country. On the river
there is a famous town of Hannibal where the noted American writ-
er Mark Twain was raised. His most popular and important writ-
ings are concerned with this area. His book The Adwventures of
Huckleberry Finn tells the story of how the boy Huckleberry Finn
and his black friend Jim, a runaway slave, sailed down the Missis-
sippl on a raft.

The Missouri River, 3.725 kilometers long, is the main tribu-
tary of the Mississippi. It rises in southwest Montana and joins the
Mississippt at St. Louis. Over its course it typically is a broad, silt-
laden river, giving rise to its nickname “Big Muddy”. The vast
drainage basin of the Missouri and its tributaries covers an area of
about 1,372,000 square kilometers. Many dams were built on the
river for flood control, hydroelectric power, and irrigation.

The Ohio River, 1,500 kilometers long, is the major eastern
tributary of the Mississippi. It runs from the rainy east and joins the
Mississippr at Cario, Illinois. It reaches the Great Lakes area, the
most important region in America. Its drainage basin, including all
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tributaries, is about 327.000 square kilometers.

The Colorade River rises in the snow-capped Rocky Moun-
tains, flowing 2,330 kilometers through Colorado, Utah and Ari-
zona and north Mexico into the Gulf of California . It drains an area
of 637,000 square kilometers, and slashes its way through a wilder-
ness of mountains, plateaus, and deserts, which offer some of the
most dramatically beautiful scenery to be found anywhere in the
world. The river is cliff-bound nine-tenths of its way and travels 1,
600 kilometers through deep canyons. Grand Canyon in Arizona is
the largest, deepest, and most spectacular gorge of the Colorado. It
is 349 kilometers long, 6 to 29 kilometers from rim to rim, and 1. 6
kilometers deep. For the million and a half people who view it each
vear, Grand Canyon is an inexpressible wonder. For geologists it is
the world”s largest and oldest book which recorded the 2-billion -
year history of the earth.

The Rio Grande River is another large river in southwest
America. It runs about 3,000 kilometers which, for much of its
length, forms the border between Texas and Mexico. It rises in the
southern Rocky Mountains in Colorado and flows to the Gulf of
Mexico. The economic importance of the river is restricted 1o areas
in northern New Mexico and Southern Texas. The deserts and
plains remain for the most part unaffected by the river.

The Columbia River, about 2, 000 kilometers long, rises in
British Columbia on the western slope of the Rocky Mountains. It
flows first northwestward, then generally southward through
British Columbia and Washington, and finally westward to the Pa-
cific Ocean. In its lower course it forms the border between Wash-
ington and Oregon. The volume of the Columbia“s flow is second
only to that of the Mississippi, among U. S. rivers.

The rivers east of the Appalachians are usually short. All of
them run to the Atlantic Ocean. The Potomac River is famous not
only because Washington D. C. is located on its band but also be-
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causs 1t s the dividing line bet veen the South and the North. The
Hudsoa River 15 jamou~ because New York stands at its estuary. It
13 connected with Lake Erie by a cinal and New York City owed
much 1o this connection for 1ts prosperity in the 19th cencury.

The most important lakes in America are the Greatr Lakes
which inclule five big inkes: f.ake Superior, Lake Michigan, l.ake
Huron, Lake Ene, and Lake Ontario. Onlv [ake Michigan is
whollv in the Umtod Srates; the other four are shared with Cana-
da. These five iakes cover an area of about 40,000 square kilome-
ters and are the largest group of freshwater iakes in the world. All
the five lakes are inter-connected, reaching the Atlantic by way of
the Lawrence River. Now ships carrving goods can go to any city
on the Grear Lakes.

In northwest Utah lies the Great Salt Lake, the largest inland
salt lake in North America. Rather rectangular in shape, the lake
stretches 115 kilometers in a southeast-northwest direction and is
about 50 kilometers wide at its widest point. It covers 2,435 square
kilometers. Its maximum depth is 8 meters. The Great Salt Lake is
several times more saline than seawater. It contains about 4. 4 bil-
lion tons of minerals. Approximately three fourths of this total is
common table salt.

3. Climate

The United States in mainly situated in the northern temperate
zone. But, owing to its large size and varied landforms, it has dif-
ferent types of climate in different areas.

The climate of New England is relatively cold. The winters are
long and hard. In many parts of Maine, there is snow on the
ground from early November to late May. The summers are short
and warm. The fall, however, is a beautiful time of year. In the
fall, the leaves of trees turn different colors, giving the hills and
woods a bright look. This change of color is a memorable sight, and
many people visit New England ar this time of year just to ride
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through the woods and enjoy their beanty.

The climate of the Middie Atlantic States region is generally
pleasant. There are four definite seasons. The winters are cold and
snowy . and the springs are warm. with plenty of rain to help the
growth of crops. Summers are short and not but pleasant, while
the falls 7 re cool.

The South enjoys a warm climate and abundant rainfall. Many
of its states lie within the band that stretches across the entire
southern third of the nation known as the Sun Belt. The climate,
however, varies with the geographical position of each state. Vir-
ginia and North Carolina have a temperate climate like that of
Maryland. In southern Florida, on the other hand, the climate is
almost tropical. Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana all
have warm climates with almost no cold or winter weather. Some
states in this region are sometimes harassed by the disaster of hurri-
canes.

Since the Great Plains stretch from the Canadian border to
Texas, the climate in this region varies widely. North Dakota has
extreme temperatures, strong winds, and low precipitation. Okla-
homa, on the other hand, has a more temperate climate. The open
treeless, unbroken land offers little protection against storms or a-
gainst the rapid changes of weather that occur in this area. In win-
ter, snow piles up to 6 meters high in some places. In summer, in
these same places, both plants and animals may die from the ex-
treme heat. In many parts of the plains states there is little rain.
Water in such areas becomes more important than land. For thou-
sands of farmers, a few inches more or a few inches less of rain dur-
ing the growing season may make the difference between success
and failure. Extended periods of very hot weather during a summer
without rain may not only destroy crops but also turn the land into
dust. This dust often turns into the infamous dust storms of this
area, destroying farms and farm buildings and leaving the land bare
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of all fertile soil.

The climate of the Midwest is temperate. The region lies in a
great valley between the Allegheny Mountains to the east and the
Great Plains and Rocky Mountains to the west. This is a largely
open country, and the wind blows freely, often bringing sudden
and extreme changes in temperature. Midwest summer are some-
times very hot; winters are sometimes extremely cold.

The states west of the Rocky Mountains have sharply different
climatic conditions. This is largely because of the effects of the
mountain ranges and the Pacific Ocean. Winds from the Pacific
bring plenty of rain, yet these winds are conditioned by the moun-
tains along the coast. Generally speaking, the western slopes of the
Coastal Mountains are cool, rainy, and cloudy. The part of Wash-
ington near the Pacific Ocean has the highest rainfall in the country.
But after crossing these mountains, very little rain falls and deserts
appear.

4. Natural Resources

The United States is a land rich in natural resources. Some of
these resources, such as water, iron ore, coal, oil, silver, and
gald, are especially plentiful in the country.

America has a large deposits of iron ore. The nation produces
more than 80 million tons of iron a year. For many years, iron ore
came primarily from the great Lake region of Minnesota and Michi-
gan, but the mines were severely depleted during the two World
Wars. The richer ores are exhausted, though large amounts of low-
er-grade materials remain and form the basis of a thriving industry.
Iron ores are also mined in Missouri, New York, Utah and
Wyoming.

Coal is another major natural resource found in large quantities
in the U. S. which can last for hundreds of years. Coal deposits are
widely distributed in the country. Most of coal reserves are to be
found in the Appalachians. the Central Plain, and the Rockies.
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America, very rich 'n oil. was once the largest oil producirg
country in the world. Oil wells in the United States produce more
than 3, 200 million barrels of petroleum a year. The production,
processing ard marketing of such petroleum products as gasoline
and oil make up one of \merica’s largest industries. Most domestic
production i ol arnd natural gas comes from offshore areas of
Louisiana and Texas. and from onshore areas of Texas, Oklahoma,
and California. Althouth the cil production in the U. S. is very
large, her big consumption has made America insufficient in oil sup-
ply. The shortage of domestic supplies of energy was forcefully pub-
licized by the Arab oil embargo of 1973-1974. Until this embargo
most Americans did not realize that the United States does not have
enough energy to meet its evergrowing needs.

Other basic metals and minerals mined on a large scale in
America include zinc, copper, silver, and phosphate rock.

America enjoys abundant water resources, Today the rivers
and streams of America furnish 639 of the water supply for cities,
towns and farmlands, 93% of the water used by industry, and al-
- most all of the water used to create electric power. Unlike some
other countries, America as a whole has little trouble as caused by
the shortage of fresh water.

America has also plenty of fertile soil. Farmlands in the United
States make up about 12% of the arable lands in the world, and
they are among the richest and most productive. Of the 2. 3 billion
acres of land in the 50 states an estignated 300 million acres arc
planted annually. The country”s very large acreage of highly pro-
ductive farmlands could be expected to continue to supply the ration
generously . with substantial surplus for export.

Exercises




