                      An Outline of American Geography                 Lecture 1                        
The Geographic Regions

      The United States of America is the land of many ideals; political and religious freedom, economic opportunities, democracy, myths and dreams. In order to understand the United States, it is necessary to consider the role its landscape has played in its development.

General Features
     The United States is composed of 50 states. The main bloc of land is situated in North America between Mexico and the Gulf of Mexico in the south and Canada in the north (2572 km length); and between the Atlantic Ocean in the east and the Pacific Ocean in the west ( 4571km width). Two of the 50 states, however, are situated far from the continental mainland. Hawaii lies in the middle Pacific Ocean and Alaska is located in the north-western corner of North America. The country benefits from an extended coastline; Atlantic (3330km), Gulf of Mexico (2625km), and Pacific (12270 km—excluding Hawaii). Mount McKinley in Alaska is the highest point (6194 m). Death Valley in California is the lowest point (86m below sea level). In addition, a network of waterways serves the land. The United States is the fourth largest country in the world (9,529,063 km2). Also, it ranks third in population in the world (263 million). It includes a variety of land, climate and vegetation.
I. The Geographic Regions
 Definition: Geography is the study of the natural features of a given area (landscape, climate) and the distribution of life (human, animal and vegetation) in it. The landscape of the United States is composed of seven distinct topographic or physiographic regions:
. Coastal Plains: This region includes the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico plains, mainly wet lowlands; the coastline is exposed to the storms of the Atlantic Ocean. Consequently, floods cause more drowning of the coastal plains. The plains are stony and narrow in the north Atlantic coastline, mainly in New England, but they are flat and wide in the middle and southern Atlantic and north of the Gulf of Mexico. Ocean water has invaded the lower valleys of most of the coastal rivers and has turned them into estuaries (low flooded areas of land). The greatest of these is the Chesapeake Bay. Poor soils characterize New England’s coastal plains. In the south, black soil forms major agricultural regions. The best examples are the Citrus Country of Central Florida or Black Belt of the Old South. Today, the Coastal Plains’ greatest natural wealth derives from petroleum and natural gas (mainly the Gulf coastal plains of Louisiana and Texas)
. Appalachian Highlands:  Situated in parallel to the Atlantic Coastal Plains, the Appalachian highlands are old mountains that range from hilly to peaks (Mt Mitchell, NC is the highest peak (2037—and highest 
point in the eastern-half of the United States).They separate the Eastern seaboard from the interior lands. The Appalachians extend from St Lawrence River (in Canada) to Alabama in the south and include the Piedmont Heights, the Blue Ridge Mountains, the Alleghenies in addition to valleys, lakes (Lake Champlain in the state of New York is the most important) , and a wide range of rivers and streams. The Piedmont Heights is a very hilly area situated west of the Atlantic Coastal Plains. Before the settlement of the Midwest, the Piedmont was the most productive agricultural region in the United States. The largest valley is Great Valley, a lowland passage cutting through the entire length of the Appalachians. It has been one of the main paths through the Appalachians since pioneer times. The Appalachians contain a variety of minerals mainly coal—one of the world’s largest deposits—in the Pennsylvania Blue Ridge and Valley section. Oil and iron are also present and played an important role in USA early industrialism.
.  Coastal Lowlands: On the western flank of the Appalachian stretch on the plateaus, an area characterized by its small stony hills that meets with the prairies/ central plains. The Central Lowlands extends from the Appalachian Highlands westward to the Great Plains. It resembles an immense plate or saucer that rises gradually on all sides. Its major features include the Mississippi River and Red River Valley—covering mainly parts of North Dakota and Minnesota. The latter is famous for its spring wheat. This region is the land of treeless plains. Its soil is extremely fertile. The Corn Belt dominates the region; it has provided for the Midwesterners’ agricultural wealth since settlement times.
. Great Lakes: Formed of a group of five large lakes; the Great Lakes are situated to the north of the Central Lowlands.1600 km long, they are estimated to contain ½ of the world’s fresh water. They are from east to west; Ontario, Erie, Huron, Michigan, and Superior. Shared with Canada, except for Lake Michigan, they are jointly controlled by the two countries. The Boundary Water Treaty of 1909 regulates the American-Canadian relations involving the management of the Great Lakes. The Great Lakes are interconnected by rivers and canals and are central to water transportation. They are linked to the Atlantic Ocean by the St Lawrence River (-Canada) and the Erie Canal and the Hudson River (USA); and to the Gulf of Mexico by the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.
.Great Plains (called also the American desert). It is an immense area of high flat land (plateau). From east to west, it stretches from the Central Lowlands in a continuous rising until it meets with the Rocky Mountains in the West; from north to south, it extends from Montana to North Dakota on the Canadian border to the Rio Grande River. The Great Plains covers roughly 1/3 of the surface of the United States. The Great Plains is a vast area of arid and semiarid grassland watered by the Missouri and Arkansas Rivers, both flowing southeastward from the Rocky Mountains to the Gulf of Mexico. Poor thin soil generally dominates. The area is rich in natural resources (oil and coal). In addition, its large what farms turned the area into the “bread basket of the world”. The cattle farms (or ranches) also dominate the economy of the Great Plains.

.  Rocky Mountains/ Rockies (Backbone of the Continent)

     The Rocky Mountains is a great chain of uninterrupted mountains that cover the western part of the American continent from Canada in the north to Chile in the south. In its United States’ part, it stretches from border to border along all the western states. It covers roughly another 1/3 of the surface of the United States. The Rockies is a geologically complex area that varies from sharp ice-frozen peaks, passing by fertile valleys and flat grassland, to desolated deserts. Major rivers like Columbia, Missouri, Arkansas, Colorado, and Rio Grande, start in the Rockies. South Pass in Wyoming is one of the few major breaks in the system that allowed the settlers to move west in the mid-19th century. Thinly populated, the region contains few cities (Las Vegas.) The economy relies on minerals’ mining (coal, copper, gold, iron…) West of the Rockies lie the intermountain plateaus; to the southwest is situated the Cordilleran Plateaus including mainly the Colorado Plateau and the Great Basin. The Colorado Plateau is a land of ragged mountains and stone monuments. Its most spectacular natural feature is the Grand Canyon; AZ. The Great Basin is a vast semi-arid area that lies between the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada and features Great Salt Lake; UT. To the northwest of the Rockies is situated the Columbia Plateau. Semi-arid and almost grassless, the area is drained by the Columbia and Snake Rivers.

. Pacific Coast

     This area is composed of distinct and separate regions and includes a system of low mountains, fertile lowlands, and deserts. It extends from the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Range mountains in the east to the Pacific coast. Fertile Valleys lie between the mountain chains: Imperial Valley in California is the greatest (640km long). A relatively young geological area, the Pacific Coast is the scene of sporadically devastating earthquakes. Movement in the San Andreas Fault (located in the Coast Rangers) caused the San Francisco earthquakes of 1906 and 1989(that of 1906 destroyed the city completely)

II.   Major Rivers: Historic Importance
1. Rivers Flowing into the Atlantic Ocean
     The rivers flowing into the Atlantic are relatively small rivers—if compared with those flowing into the Mexican Gulf or the Pacific. They are closely linked to the early history of the United States.
.  Connecticut (655 km) 
   Situated in the New England region, the river crosses the states of Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut before it empties into the Atlantic. Used for drainage, navigation, and generation of electric power, the river is of great economic importance. It was also important in early American history. Explored in 1614 (by the Dutch navigator Adrian Block); the river was an important waterway that opened the interior to settlement.     

.  Hudson (492 km)

    Of great historic and economic importance also, the Hudson River contributed largely to the development of New York City as a major port. Flowing into New York Bay, its mouth is the site of the Statue of Liberty and the famous Twin Towers of the World Trade Center (blown up on September 11, 2001). Running entirely in the state of New York, the river is linked to the Great Lakes by the Erie Canal. It forms a natural boundary between this state and the states of New Jersey and Delaware. The battleground of Saratoga, the major battle of the American Revolution—is situated on its banks along with the US Military Academy of West Point. It was explored in 1609 by the Dutch navigator Henry Hudson.
. Potomac (460 km)
     Situated in the southeast, the river starts in the Alleghenies and cuts through West Virginia and Maryland before flowing into Chesapeake Bay. It forms a natural boundary between the states of Virginia, Maryland, West Virginia, and the District of Columbia. The federal capital Washington, D.C. is located on its banks. The Potomac is of great historic importance. It entered American colonial history as early as 1608 when the English John Smith explored the Chesapeake Bay in the 18th century; the Potomac constituted an inland way to the Ohio Valley and the Midwest. During the Civil war, it formed the boundary between North and South. Major historical sites include Mount Vernon, VA—the home of George Washington, Arlington National Cemetery, VA, and Harpers Ferry; WV—site of the John Brown raid, are situated on its banks.
. James (550 km)
     Situated entirely in Virginia, the river flows into the Chesapeake Bay. Site of the first English permanent settlement (Jamestown, 1607), the river has an immense significance in the history of USA.

2. Rivers Flowing into the Gulf of Mexico
. Mississippi (from Algonquian Mississippi, meaning “big river”)
       Situated in central United States, it is one of the longest navigable rivers of North America (3779 km) and the greatest in volume of water. It waters most of the territory between the Allegheny and Rocky Mountains (Mississippi Valley).In addition to the Missouri, the Mississippi is fed by the Arkansas and Ohio rivers and flows into the Gulf of Mexico.

. Missouri (3969 km) 
       Starting in the northwestern part of the United States, this river is the principal branch of the Mississippi. It flows from the Rocky Mountains southeastwards until it meets the Mississippi at St Louis, MO. A series of dams built on the river regulate irrigation and flooding

. Arkansas (2334 km)

      It starts at central Colorado in the Rocky Mountains’ area and flows generally to the southeast and merges with the Mississippi River near Arkansas City, AR. Dams control floods and irrigation and generate hydroelectric power.

. Ohio (1579 km)

      Situated in the east central United States, it is one of the principal tributaries of the Mississippi River. It flows from the north to the southwest and forms the boundaries between several states: Ohio, West Virginia, Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois.

. Tennessee (1049 km)

     Situated in the southeastern United States, it is a tributary of the Ohio River. It flows from eastern Tennessee south into Alabama. Since the establishment of the Tennessee Valley Authority in 1933, a series of dams control irrigation, flood and production.

. Rio Grande or Rio Bravo—for the Mexicans (3034 km)

      It forms a natural boundary between the United States and Mexico. It flows southeastward from southwestern Colorado into the Gulf of Mexico. Not suitable for commercial navigation (shallow waters), the river is used for irrigation.

  3. Rivers Flowing into the Pacific Ocean

 . Colorado (2334 km) 

      The river runs through the southwest of the United States. Starting in northern Colorado in the Rockies, it flows southwest into the Gulf of California on the Pacific. The force of its currents dug deep gorges and majestic canyons (Grand Canyon). The river forms the boundary between Arizona and the states of Nevada and California. In California, it irrigates the imposing Imperial Valley—originally an arid desert; the valley today is one of the richest fruit producing areas in the world. The Spanish were the first to explore the Colorado in 1540-41. In 1805, the American geologist John Wesley Powell explored the Grand Canyon.
.Columbia (2005 km)

   In northwest United States, Columbia River starts west of the Rockies and runs southwest into the Pacific. A navigable River, it also drains deep and fertile valleys. It forms much of the boundary between the states of Washington and Oregon. Columbia was first explored in 1792 (Robert Gray) and again in 1805 (Lewis & Clark expedition). Settlement, however, started later—not until the Oregon Trail was opened by the early west pioneers (1843).
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