
  

Managing 
Editor: 
Rosalie 
Targonski

Text Editor: 
Kathleen 
Hug

Art Director: 
Thaddeus A. 
Miksinski, 
Jr.

Picture 
Editor: 
Barry 
Fitzgerald

Internet 
Editor: 
Suzanne 
Dawkins

Published 
1998

    

An Outline of  

AMERICAN GEOGRAPHY  

Regional Landscapes of the United States  
  

By Stephen S. Birdsall and John Florin 

 
Japanese |  Farsi  |   

~ 1 ~  
Themes and Regions 

~ 2 ~  
The Physical Environment 

~ 3 ~  
Foundations of Human Activity 

~ 4 ~  
Megalopolis 

~ 5 ~  
The Manufacturing Core 

~ 6 ~  
The Bypassed East 

~ 7 ~  
Appalachia and the Ozarks 

~ 8 ~  
The Deep South 

~ 9 ~  
The Southern Coastlands 

~ 10 ~  
The Agricultural Core: The Deep North 

http://206.130.124.231/j/jusaj-travel-geography00.html
http://persian.usinfo.state.gov/persian/index/products/products_listing_pub/US_Geography.html
http://persian.usinfo.state.gov/persian/index/products/products_listing_pub/US_Geography.html
http://info-pedia.americancorners.or.kr/KOR/_f_030101.html


~ 11 ~  
The Great Plains and Prairies 

~ 12 ~  
The Empty Interior 

~ 13 ~  
The Southwest Border Area 

~ 14 ~  
California 

~ 15 ~  
The North Pacific Coast 

~ 16 ~  
The Northlands 

~ 17 ~  
Hawaii 

~ 18 ~  
State Capitals 

~ 19 ~  
Major U.S. Cities 

~ 20 ~  
Glossary 

~ 21 ~  
Maps 

 



This volume is abridged from Regional Landscapes of the United States and 
Canada, Fourth Edition, by Stephen S. Birdsall and John Florin. Copyright 

1992 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Authorized 
abridgement and translation from the English language edition published by 

John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Back to Top 

Continue to Chapter 1  



  Español | Français | Русский |  |  | 

  

 USINFO >  Publications 

An Outline of 
American Geography ABOUT THE AUTHORS  

 

Stephen S. Birdsallis dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He holds a 
master's and a doctoral degree in geography from Michigan State University and is the co-author of four books and atlases, 

including Regional Landscapes of the United States and Canada. 

John Florin is chair of the geography department at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He holds a master's and a 
doctoral degree in geography from Pennsylvania State University. His recent publications include Atlas of American Agriculture: 

The American Cornucopia with Richard Pillsbury and Regional Landscapes of the United States and Canada with Stephen S. 
Birdsall. 

 Back to Contents Continue to Chapter 1  

 
       This site is produced and maintained by the U.S. Department of State's Bureau of International Information Programs. 
       Links to other internet sites should not be construed as an endorsement of the views contained therein. 

  
Home  |  About USINFO  |  Site Index  |  Webmaster  |  Privacy 

Topics  |  Regions  |  Resource Tools  |  Products

http://www.state.gov/
http://usinfo.state.gov/espanol/
http://usinfo.state.gov/francais/
http://usinfo.state.gov/russian/
http://usinfo.state.gov/ar/
http://usinfo.state.gov/regional/ea/mgck/
http://persian.usinfo.state.gov/
http://usinfo.state.gov/
http://usinfo.state.gov/products/pubs
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/about_usinfo.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/site_index.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/webmaster.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/privacy_statement.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/topics.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/regions.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/resource_tools.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/products.html
http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo


  Español | Français | Русский |  |  | 

  

 USINFO >  Publications 

An Outline of 
American Geography 

 

MAP 

CHAPTER 1

THEMES AND REGIONS

 

T his book is about the geography of the United States. And although we look at the country's physical geography, our central 
interest is not landforms, climate, soils, or vegetation but the human imprint on the landscape. 

This does not mean that the physical environment is ignored. In fact, in some instances it holds a central role since the physical 
environment often plays a significant role in the pattern of people's activities. One factor in the importance of New York City is 

certainly its location on one of the world's finest natural harbors. Southern Florida's long growing season and mild winters enable 
it to be a leader in the production of oranges, lemons, and sugarcane. 

Still, Florida's mild climate does not automatically mean that it will be a supplier of oranges, and New York City's harbor is only 
one of many important reasons for the city's growth. The physical environment helps define human opportunities, but it does not 
in itself determine human activities. In general, the more advanced the level of technology, the greater the leeway a population 

has in dealing with the land. 

It is obviously impossible to cover all the material that might fit into a geography of the United States. We have therefore chosen 
to divide the country into a number of areas, each of which has a special identity developed out of several interacting elements. 

We use these elements to form the themes around which each regional chapter is organized. 

 

BASIC THEMES 

A few general cultural patterns cut across regional and political boundaries and, in many cases, ignore major differences in the 
physical environment. These themes characterize the ways Americans have organized their country. 

Urbanization: Millions of Americans, most of them urbanites, prefer to consider their country as a basically rural place, and they 
seem to believe that this rurality provides the country with a basic national vigor. 

There is no longer much justification for this view of rural dominance. About 70 percent of Americans live in urban areas, and 
more than 40 percent are in areas of 1 million people or more. In 1990, the U.S. farm population numbered about 5 million (2 

percent of the population), a figure that has declined steadily since the first national census in 1790, when over 90 percent of all 
Americans were farmers. 

Several elements of urbanization are emphasized in our discussion. Cities have a particular form, a particular layout. Most 
American cities have a rectangular-grid pattern, partly a result of cultural attitudes, partly a result of a desire for efficient 

transport before the automobile, and partly because that pattern is an easy way to survey the land. Within cities, there is a 
collection of industrial and commercial centers, residential areas, warehouses, and so on. 

Cities exist for many different reasons. They may have an important transportation role. Or they may provide an important 
administrative function. Perhaps they are a center of recreation or manufacturing. Most cities, certainly all large ones, contain 
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many different urban functions. Nevertheless, many are characterized by certain dominant functions that were the reason for 
their development and much of their early growth, and that today continue to give them their special character. 

The pattern of continuing and often rapid urban growth in the United States during the last 100 years, coupled with the 
increasing mobility of the urban population, has stimulated a great sprawling pattern of urbanization. In some areas, the result of 

urban spread is urban coalescence, with the edges of different urban areas meeting and blending. 

Industrialization: A substantial part of U.S. employment is related to manufacturing, either directly or indirectly. Most cities 
were founded and experienced their major periods of growth when manufacturing was the primary factor in urban growth. 

Today, there is substantial regional specialization in manufacturing, partly as the result of variations in the availability of 
industrial raw materials and partly as the result of industrial linkages; manufacturing concerns that produce component parts of 

some final product are located near each other as well as near the final assembly site to minimize total movement costs. 

Other important sources of variation include differences in labor availability or labor skills, in the quality of transportation 
facilities, and in local political attitudes. Regions tend to specialize in the production of whatever it is that they can best produce. 

And with this regional specialization has come regional interdependence; few sections of America are truly self-sufficient in 
manufacturing, in spite of what local pride might lead us to believe. 

High Mobility: America's extensive transportation network is an important element in its high level of economic interaction. 
Goods and people move freely within and between regions of the country. Regional interdependence is great; it is made possible 

by these interregional flows. Relative isolation is uncommon, but it does exist. 

Nearly 20 percent of all Americans change their residence in any one year. Although much of this residential migration is local in 
nature, it does result in substantial interregional population movement. 

Until the last decade of the 19th century, there was a strong westward population shift toward frontier agricultural lands. The 
focus of opportunity then changed and migration shifted to urban areas. More recently, the U.S. economy has entered what 

some call a post-industrial phase; employment growth is primarily in professions and services rather than primary (extractive) or 
secondary (manufacturing) sectors. Such employment is much more flexible in its location, and there has been a more rapid 

growth in such employment in areas that appear to contain greater amenities. 

Resources: About 25 percent of the land in row crops in the United States produces exports. Also, the country is able to satisfy 
much of its gigantic demand for industrial raw materials domestically. The United States has the potential to be a major supplier 

for a few nonagricultural raw materials internationally and is the world's leading exporter of coal. 

Although the U.S. population is predominantly urban, the extraction of natural resources from its abundant base requires a large 
nonurban labor force. Furthermore, particularly for agriculture, the development of these resources often involves a substantial 

land area. As a result, the relationship between the physical environment and human adaptations to that environment are clearly 
visible. Government plays an important role in this relationship by establishing controls on land use and agricultural production 

and by regulating the development of many resources. It is partly because processes inherent in urbanization and 
industrialization lead to high demand for raw materials that the United States has become dependent on imported raw materials 

in spite of great natural resource abundance. 

High Income and High Consumption: The high U.S. national income is achieved through high worker productivity, which 
requires a significant use of machines. And modern machines are fueled by inanimate energy sources. Mobility also implies heavy 
use of energy resources. High income spread somewhat evenly among a large share of the population will generate high product 

demand. All this increases energy consumption. 

Americans consume about 25 percent of the world's total energy production. The United States imports half the petroleum it 
consumes, an increasing share of the iron ore and natural gas used, nearly all of its tin and aluminum, and large quantities of 

many other mineral ores. 

High income also affects diet. Americans eat far more meat products and have a substantially more varied diet than most of the 
world's population. Beef and dairy production are, therefore, especially important in the agricultural economy. 

Environmental Impact: One consequence of high consumption combined with resource abundance and dependence is a strong 
disruption of the physical environment. Resources seldom can be removed from the natural landscape without some impact, and 
the manufacture and use of these resources often harm the air and water. The increased severity of such environmental impacts 

has enlivened the argument between development and conservation--an argument that has stimulated greater governmental 
intervention in both processes in an attempt to establish a middle ground. As domestic resources become increasingly scarce and 

their costs of extraction and production increase, the importance of this conflict will grow. 



Political Complexity: The United States has a complex political structure, with jurisdiction over an activity or state divided 
among many different decision-making bodies, some elected and some appointed. 

Below the state level, the complexity of the political structure can present a major problem in the effective and efficient 
distribution of governmental services. Counties, townships, cities, and towns are all governed by their own elected officials. Many 
special administrative units oversee the provision of specific services, such as education, public transportation, and water supply. 

The resulting administrative pattern is often nearly impossible to comprehend, because many overlapping jurisdictions may 
provide one service or another in a given area. 

Cultural Origins: The United States has grown from a diverse cultural background. African Americans have made important 
contributions to the national culture. A distinctive cultural region has developed in the Southwest, with an admixture of Hispanic 
Americans, American Indians, and European Americans. The Chinese contributed to the life of such cities as San Francisco and 

New York. This cultural diversity is an important element in the distinctive character of the country. 

REGIONS 

Geographers use regions as a neat system of categorization, a way of organizing a complex set of facts about places into a more 
compact, meaningful set of information. As with any categorization, the regions are satisfactory if they identify understandable 

patterns in the facts and if they help clarify the complex patterns. 

To geographers, a region can be either nodal or uniform, single featured or multifeatured. A nodal region is characterized by a 
set of places connected to another place by lines of communication or movement. The places in the set are associated with each 

other because they share a common focus, even though each place may be quite different from the others. 

In comparison, a uniform region is a territory with one or more features present throughout and absent or unimportant 
elsewhere. A uniform region may represent some characterization of the total environment of an area, including both its physical 

and cultural features. It is this type of region that we use for the general structure of this book. 

Our perception of the nature of a region, of the things that together shape its personality, is based on a relatively small group of 
criteria. In each major section of the United States, we have tried to identify the one or two underlying themes that reflect ways 

in which the population has interacted (within itself or with the physical environment) to create a distinctive region. The most 
important identifying themes for a region may vary greatly from one region to another. It is impossible to speak of the American 
Southwest without a focus on aridity and water erosion, of the North without its cold winters, or of the Northeast without cities 
and manufacturing. The key element that establishes a total uniform region, then, is not how that section compares with others 

on a predetermined set of variables, but how a certain set of conditions blend there. 

This scheme has resulted in our division of the United States into 14 regions (Map 1: 35K), each of which is discussed in its own 
chapter. These are: Megalopolis, the American Manufacturing Core, the Bypassed East, Appalachia and the Ozarks, the Deep 

South, the Southern Coastlands, the Agricultural Core, the Great Plains and Prairies, the Empty Interior, the Southwest Border 
Area, California, the North Pacific Coast, the Northlands, and Hawaii. 

Within this book, regions have been presented largely as though they are distinct territorially, even though they are not. The 
"feeling" of a region we wish to present is a function of place, but it is also a function of the subject theme chosen. Therefore, for 
example, the intense urban character of Megalopolis is discussed in chapter 4, but the aspects of manufacturing that affect New 
York, Philadelphia, Boston, and other manufacturing core cites that comprise Megalopolis are presented in chapter 5. There are 

two important aspects of regional feeling in the region usually called "the Midwest"--the urban-industrial and the rural-
agricultural. Both are important enough for us to treat each separately in some detail. 

Rigid regional boundaries do not fit the landscape of the United States. A given portion of the country may be occupied by parts 
of two or more regions, but the boundaries of many regions may also be fairly broad transitional zones that contain many of a 
region's characteristics. At times, these zones mark an area where the mix of characteristics is so subtle or complex that it is 

difficult to assign the area to any one region. Parts of the margin between the Agricultural Core and the Great Plains are 
examples of this, as are sections of the transition between the Agricultural Core and the Deep South. 

Regional boundaries and regions themselves are not static. Settlement patterns shift, society develops significant new 
technological abilities, and political patterns are altered; regions reflecting these patterns may expand, contract, appear, or 

disappear. A regionalization of the United States for the year of its discovery, 1492, would have been quite different from one for 
1776, 1865, or 1991. There is no reason to believe that the pattern for 2100 will be similar to that for 2000. 

An examination of the regions that we have created for this text indicates a subdivision that should be generally recognizable, 
although some regions may represent combinations that are normally not expected. For example, consider the Bypassed East, a 

combination of the Adirondacks of New York and the northeastern portion of the United States known as New England. Most 
casual observers firmly lump all of New England into one region, reflecting the long-term identification of the states of New 
England as a separate region with strong cultural cohesion. But there have been great changes in southern New England in 
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recent decades because of heavy immigration and urbanization. 

Several of the regions closely follow political boundaries. The reason for this in Hawaii is obvious. California is separated from 
most of its adjacent landscape because of its leadership role in changing the culture of America and its statewide political 

"solutions" to its local resource problems. Megalopolis has been defined traditionally along county lines. 

As we mentioned, each of the regional chapters is developed around one or a few basic themes. Most of these themes are drawn 
at least indirectly from the basic themes of the entire book. In certain regions, the expression of some themes is stronger or 

clearer than others. The themes are intended to provide an explicit basis for treatment of information about the region, although, 
in many chapters, it will not be difficult to identify elements of national or continental geography. 
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CHAPTER 2

THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

 

 

T he dominant topographic features of the United States tend to extend north-south across the country (Map 2: 36K). The 

interior of the country is a vast, sprawling lowland that stretches from the Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian border and then on to 
Alaska. Geographers with an interest in landform development place this expanse of flat land and gently rolling hills in three 

different physiographic regions--the Atlantic and Gulf coastal plains, the interior lowland (which some split into the Great Plains 
and the interior plains), and the Canadian Shield. 

The Atlantic and Gulf coastal plains reach north along the east coast of the United States as far as the southern margins of New 
England. Underlying this area are beds of young, soft, easily eroded rock deposited in recent geologic time as shallow seas 
lapped back and forth across the land. These low plains extend well out under the ocean surface to form a continental shelf, 

which in places extends as much as 400 kilometers beyond the shore. 

Northward, the interior lowland, although noticeably hillier than the coastal plains, has almost no rough terrain. This region is like 
a saucer, turned up at the edges and covered with a deep series of sedimentary rocks. These sedimentary beds are generally 

quite flat; most topographic variation is the result of local erosion or, in the North, of glacial debris deposited during the Ice Age. 

The geologic structure of the Great Plains differs little from that of the interior plains. The sedimentary beds dominate, although 
in the north they are broken by some eroded domes, most notably the Black Hills of western South Dakota. While nearly 
horizontal, the sedimentary beds do dip gently toward the west to a trough at the foot of the Rocky Mountains, where the 

Colorado cities of Denver and Colorado Springs are located. 

The boundary between the Great Plains and the interior plains is marked by a series of low escarpments that indicate the eastern 
edge of the mantle of loose sediments, eroded from the Rocky Mountains, that covers the plains. 

The character of this massive interior lowland area has had a number of important influences on the economic and settlement 
history of the United States. In addition to the vast agricultural potential it provides, fully half the country can be crossed without 

encountering significant topographic barriers to movement. This facilitated the integration of both this region and the distant 
West into the economic fabric of the country. Nearly all of the interior lowland is drained by the Mississippi River or its tributaries. 

This drainage pattern assisted regional integration by providing a transport and economic focus for the land west of the 
Appalachian Mountains. 

North and northeast of the central lowland is the Canadian Shield, where old, hard crystalline rocks lie at the surface. Farther 
south in the lowlands, similar rocks are covered by the sedimentary beds deposited under the sea that once filled the midsection 

of the country. Erosion has worn down the surface of the Shield into a lowland of small local relief. 

The Shield, more than any other North American physiographic region, has had its landforms remolded and shaped by massive 
continental glaciers during the last million years. These glaciers covered most of Canada east of the Rocky Mountains and the 

Coast Ranges, and they reached southward to approximately the present valleys of the Missouri and Ohio Rivers. 

The ice could pluck rocks weighing many tons off the surface and carry them great distances: Massive boulders are strewn across 
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the landscape of the Shield, resting where they were dropped by the glaciers. Ice melt along the peripheries of the glaciers 
created major rivers and cut broad new pathways to the sea. 

Glaciation scoured much of the Shield's surface. Today, the soil cover of the region remains thin or nonexistent. The heavily 
disrupted drainage pattern dammed many streams with debris and led others into the area's labyrinth of lakes and swamps 

rather than to the sea. Central and northern Minnesota, for example, called the "Land of 10,000 Lakes," is part of the southern 
lobe of the glaciated shield that extends into the states of Minnesota, Michigan, and Wisconsin. 

Southward, where the ice was not as thick and its force correspondingly less, the glaciers were diverted or channeled by higher 
elevations. For example, the ice was blocked in central New York by the highlands south of the Mohawk River. However, narrow 
probes did push up the valleys of streams tributary to the Mohawk, gradually broadening and deepening them. Today, the deep, 
narrow Finger Lakes of New York State fill these glacially enlarged valleys and form one of America's truly beautiful landscapes. 

All along and beyond the southern edges of the glaciers, deposition replaced erosion as the prime result of glaciation. Large 
areas of the interior lowland are covered by a mantle of glacial till (rocks and soil dropped by the glaciers), which covers the land 

to depths varying from a meter or less to more than 100 meters. Where the glaciers remained stationary for long periods of 
time, higher hills, called moraines, were created. In the east, Staten Island, Long Island, Martha's Vineyard, Nantucket, and 

Cape Cod are end moraines that mark the farthest major extension of glaciers toward the southeast. The landscape south of the 
Great Lakes is laced with long, low, semicircular moraine ridges and other glacial deposits. 

One section of the interior lowland escaped glaciation. The southwestern quarter of Wisconsin and the adjoining 400-kilometer 
stretch of the Mississippi River valley were apparently spared by the barrier effect on the flowing ice of the Superior upland to the 
north and by the channeling of the ice by the deep valleys of Lakes Michigan and Superior. The result is the "driftless area" (drift 

is another name for till), a local landscape that is more angular, with fragile rock formations like natural bridges and arches. 

As the ice retreated, massive lakes were created along the glacial margins. On the northern Great Plains, two huge lakes, Agassiz 
and Regina, together covered an area larger than today's Great Lakes. With continued glacial retreat, these lakes mostly 

disappeared. Their existence is now marked by the former lake bed, a flat area covering parts of North Dakota and Minnesota. 

Sea level was significantly lower during periods of widespread glaciation. This lowered the base level of many rivers and thus 
fostered increased erosion by those streams. Furthermore, many of these stream valleys extended well into what is today the 
ocean. Along with many others, the Susquehanna and Hudson Rivers cut much deeper valleys during this period. As the ice 

retreated and sea level rose, the ocean filled these deepened valleys. Two of the world's finest harbor areas were formed in this 
way: New York Bay, with the deep Hudson River and the protective barriers formed by Staten Island and Long Island; and 

Chesapeake Bay, the drowned valley of the Susquehanna River and some of its major former tributaries, such as the Potomac 
and James Rivers. 

In the East, the coastal plains are gradually squeezed against the coast northward along the ocean by the Appalachian Highlands 
until the lowland disappears entirely at Cape Cod. From there northeastward, the coastal landscape is a part of the northern 

extension of the Appalachian Mountain system. The Appalachians--eroded remnants of what were once much higher mountain 
ranges--separate the seaboard from the interior lowlands along much of the eastern United States. 

Soils in most parts of this region are shallow, and the steep slopes, difficult to farm under any circumstances, are totally unsuited 
to modern agricultural practices that emphasize mechanization. Large-scale urban or industrial growth is cramped by the small, 
local lowlands. Early settlers found the Appalachians from the Mohawk River in New York southward to northern Alabama to be a 

surprisingly effective barrier to western movement; there are few breaks in the mountains' continuity. 

The western United States is a land of mountains and of sudden, great changes in elevation. The physiography, again, is 
arranged in a series of three large north-south trending bands, with the Rocky Mountains on the east separated from the 

mountains and valleys of the Pacific coastlands by a series of high, heavily dissected plateaus. 

Starting in the east, the Rocky Mountains generally present a massive face to the Great Plains, with peaks occasionally rising 2 
kilometers or more. Elsewhere, as in south-central Wyoming, the Rockies almost seem not to exist at all. In the northern Rockies 

in Idaho, the north-south linearity of most of the region's mountains is replaced by massive igneous domes irregularly eroded 
into a rugged, extensive series of mountain ranges that contain the largest remaining area of wilderness in the United States 

outside Alaska. 

The high plateaus of the interior West are also varied in their origin and appearance. The southernmost subsection, the Colorado 
Plateau, is a series of thick beds of sedimentary rocks rising more than 1,000 meters above the lowlands' elevation and tilted 

upward toward the northeast. The plateau is a land of spectacular canyonlands, volcanic peaks, and sandy deserts. 

Farther north, the Columbia-Snake Basin has been filled by repeated lava flows to a depth of more than 1,000 meters. Rivers, 
both past and present, have eroded into the rock. The resultant landscape is similar to that of the Colorado Plateau, although the 
stepped appearance resulting from the variable resistance to weathering of the eroded sedimentary rocks of the Colorado Plateau 



is missing. Volcanic cones also dot portions of the region, especially across south-central Oregon and in the Snake River Valley in 
Idaho. 

The plateaus gradually widen northward, encompassing the valley of the Yukon River in Alaska. In comparison, much of central 
Alaska is a broad, flat lowland that is poorly drained. 

In the conterminous United States (excluding Alaska and Hawaii), the Pacific Coast seems to consist largely of two north-south 
trending mountain chains separated by a discontinuous lowland. In southern California, the Coast Range is fairly massive, with 
peaks reaching 3,000 meters. From there almost to the Oregon border, the mountains are low and linear, seldom rising above 
1,000 meters. This also is the major fault zone of the state and a region of frequent earthquake activity. Along the California-

Oregon border, the Klamath Mountains are higher, more extensive, and much more rugged and irregular. Except for the Olympic 
Mountains in northwestern Washington, the Coast Ranges in the rest of Oregon and Washington State are low and hilly rather 

than mountainous. 

The interior lowlands along the coast--the Central Valley of California, the Willamette Valley in Oregon, and the Puget Sound 
lowland in Washington--are the only extensive lowlands near the West Coast. Filled with relatively good soils, these lowlands 

have supported much of the Pacific Coast's agriculture. 

East of the lowlands are the Sierra Nevada and the Cascade mountain ranges. The Sierra Nevada appears as though a massive 
section of earth was tilted upward relative to the areas to the east and west in what is called a fault block, with the highest, 

sharpest exposed face toward the east. Although the western approaches into the Sierra Nevada are reasonably gentle, on the 
eastern side the mountains rise in some places more than 3,000 meters. Volcanic activity was important in the formulation of the 
Cascades. Some of America's best known volcanic peaks, such as Mt. Rainier and Mt. St. Helens in Washington, are found there. 

 

CLIMATE 

Climate is the aggregate of day-to-day weather conditions over a period of many years. It is the result of the interaction of many 
different elements, the most important of which are temperature and precipitation. 

Climatic patterns are a result of the interaction of three geographic controls. The first is latitude. The earth is tilted on its axis 
with reference to the plane of its orbit around the sun. As it makes its annual revolution around the sun, first the Northern 

Hemisphere and then the Southern are exposed to the more direct rays of the sun. During the Northern Hemisphere's summer, 
higher latitude locations have longer days, with far northern points experiencing a period of continuous daylight. Daylight periods 
during the winter months are shorter at higher latitudes, whereas more southerly locations have both longer days and exposure 

to more direct rays of the sun. 

The second control is based on the relationship between land and water. Land tends to heat and cool more rapidly than water. In 
a tendency called continentality, places far from large bodies of water experience greater seasonal extremes of temperature than 

do coastal communities. Parts of the northern Great Plains experience annual temperature ranges close to 65°C; annual 
differences of as much as 100°C (from 50°C to -50°C) have been recorded in some locations. 

The converse effect occurs at maritime locations, especially on the western coast of continents in the mid-latitudes. These 
locations have smaller temperature ranges as a result of what is called a maritime influence. Summer and winter extremes are 

moderated by the movement onshore of prevailing westerly wind systems from the ocean. Horizontal and vertical ocean currents 
minimize seasonal variations in the surface temperature of the water. The moderated water temperature serves to curb 

temperature extremes in the air mass above the surface. 

Proximity to large water bodies also tends to have a positive influence on precipitation levels, with coastal locations receiving 
generally higher amounts. The reason for this should be obvious; large water bodies provide greater levels of evaporation and 

thus increase the amount of moisture in the atmosphere. That, in turn, increases the possibility of precipitation. There are, 
however, notable exceptions to this rule, including the dry coast of southern California and the Arctic coastline of Alaska. 

The third prime geographic influence on climate is topography. Most obvious is the relationship between elevation and 
temperature, with higher elevations cooler than lower elevations. The influence of topography can be broader, however, because 
of its effect on wind flow. If a major mountain chain lies astride a normal wind direction, the mountains force the air to rise and 

cool. As the air mass cools, the amount of moisture that it can hold is reduced. Precipitation results if the cooling causes the 
relative humidity to reach 100 percent. Moisture falls on the windward side, and the lee is dry. The wettest area in North America 

is along the Pacific coast from Oregon to southern Alaska, where moisture-laden winds strike mountains along the shore. 
Average annual precipitation is more than 200 centimeters throughout the area, and in some places exceeds 300 centimeters. 

Mountains also can reduce the moderating effects of maritime conditions on temperature, as happens in the interior of the Pacific 
Northwest. The Western Cordillera (mountain mass) confines West Coast maritime climatic conditions to that coast. Some of the 



greatest variations in both precipitation and temperature to be found across a small distance anywhere in America exist between 
the west and east sides of parts of the Coast Ranges. The aridity of the central and northern interior West is due in large part to 

the barrier effect of the north-south-trending mountain ranges of the West. 

East of the Rockies, the topographic effect on precipitation eventually disappears, partly because the eastern mountains are 
lower and thus pose less of a barrier to moving air, and partly because much of the weather of the interior is a result of conflict 

between two huge air masses that are unimpeded, one flowing northward from the Gulf of Mexico, and the other flowing 
southward out of Canada. The contact of these air masses creates what are often violent displays of weather in the region. 

This illustrates a fourth major and complex influence on climate, the impact of air mass characteristics and wind systems. 
America's weather is affected markedly by the confrontation between polar continental air masses (usually cold, dry, and stable) 

and tropical maritime air masses (warm, moist, and unstable). The former push farthest south in winter, whereas the latter 
extend farthest north in summer. Most parts of America are subject to a generally westerly wind flow that tends to move weather 

systems eastward. The continental climate of the interior is thus pushed onto the East Coast. 

The interaction of these climatic controls creates a pattern of climatic regionalization. In the East, the principal element in 
climatic variation is temperature; in the West, it is precipitation. In the East, the divisions between the climate regions are based 
largely on the length of the growing season--the period from the average date of the last frost in spring to the first frost in fall--
and on the average summer maximum temperature or winter minimum temperature. In the West, average annual precipitation 
is the key, although moderated temperatures are an important aspect of the marine West Coast climate. In the East, the more 

northerly areas are generally drier; in the West, they are colder. In the East, the major influence on climatic variation is latitude; 
in the West, it is topography. 

VEGETATION 

Botanists speak of something called climax vegetation, which is defined as the assemblage that would grow and reproduce 
indefinitely at a place given a stable climate and average conditions of soil and drainage. For most of the inhabited portions of 
America today, that concept has little meaning. The "natural" vegetation, if it ever existed, has been so substantially removed, 

rearranged, and replaced that it seldom is found now. In the Southeast, for example, the original mixed broadleaf and needleleaf 
forests were cut and replaced by the economically more important needleleaf forests. The grasses of the plains and prairies are 
mostly European imports. Their native American predecessors are gone either because they offered an inferior browse for farm 
animals or because they could not withstand the onslaught of modern humanity and its imported weeds. Most of what climax 

vegetation remains is in the West and North. 

There are several ways of creating vegetation regions. Perhaps the simplest is to divide the United States into three broad 
categories--forest, grasslands, and scrublands. Forests once covered most of the East, the central and northern Pacific Coast, the 

higher elevations of the West, and a broad band across the interior North. Forests of the Pacific coast, the interior West, the 
North, and a narrow belt in the Deep South were all needleleaf and composed of many different trees. Much of the Ohio and 

lower Mississippi River Valleys and the middle Great Lakes region was covered by a deciduous broadleaf forest. 

Grasslands covered much of the interior lowlands, including nearly all of the Great Plains from Texas and New Mexico to the 
Canadian border. This is an area of generally subhumid climate where precipitation amounts are not adequate to support tree 
growth. An eastward extension of the grasslands, the Prairie Wedge, reached across Illinois to the western edge of Indiana, 

where precipitation is clearly adequate to support tree growth. 

Scrublands usually develop under dry conditions. They are concentrated in the lowlands of the interior West. Actual vegetation 
varies from the cacti of the Southwest to the dense, brushy chaparral of southern California and the mesquite of Texas. 

The tundra of the far North is the result of a climate that is too cold and too dry for the growth of vegetation other than grasses, 
lichens, and mosses. Tundra exists in small areas far southward into the United States, where climatic conditions at high 

elevations are inhospitable to tree growth. Northward, the altitudinal tree line is found at lower elevations until, eventually, the 
latitudinal tree line is reached. 

SOILS 

The soil of a place owes its characteristics to such things as the parent rock material, climate, topography, and decaying plants 
and animals. Hundreds of different types of soil result from the interaction of these elements. Any particular soil is unique 

because of its mix of properties (such as color and texture) and composition (including organic content and the action of soil 
colloids). 

Colloids are small soil particles. Their properties and influences on soil are complex and often important. Soil acidity (or 
alkalinity), for example, is a result of the alteration and integration of soil colloids. Acid soils are characteristic of cold, moist 

climates; alkaline soils typically are found in dry areas. Most soils of the major agricultural zones of the eastern United States are 
moderately to strongly acidic. Lime must be added periodically to neutralize that acidity before these soils can be used to 



produce most row crops. 

Color is perhaps the most obvious soil property. A dark color usually indicates an abundance of organic materials, and red, the 
presence of iron compounds. Generally, however, color is a result of the soil-forming processes. For example, the pale-gray soil 

of the northern needleleaf forest results from the leaching of organic matter and minerals from the soil's surface layer. 

Soil texture, which determines a soil's ability to retain and transmit water, refers to the proportion of particles of different size in 
the soil. Sand is the coarsest measure of soil texture, silt is intermediate, and clay is the finest. Soils called "loams" contain 

substantial proportions of each of the three particle grades and are considered best. They are fine enough to hold moisture yet 
are not so fine that they cannot easily take up water. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture has developed a soil classification system that indicates the most important soil types for an 
area of the country. Aridisols, found mostly in the Southwest, gain their name from arid. These soils of dry climates are low in 

organic content and have little agricultural value. Spodosols generally develop in cool, moist climates, although they are found in 
northern Florida. They are quite acidic and low in nutrients, and are of agricultural value only for acid-loving crops. Tundra soils, 
which also have little agricultural value, are associated with a cold, moist climate such as Alaska. The soil is shallow, frequently 

water saturated, and with a subsurface of perennially frozen ground. Highland soils, found in West Virginia, Utah, and Alaska, are 
little developed and agriculturally worthless. 

Mollisols are grassland soils of the semiarid and subhumid climates of the Central, North Central, and Pacific Northwest sections 
of the country. They are thick dark brown to black and have a loose texture and high-nutrient content. They are among the most 

naturally fertile soils in the world and produce most of America's cereals. 

Alfisols are second only to mollisols in agricultural value. They are soils of the mid-latitude forest and the forest-grassland 
boundaries. They are very much "middle" soils in a climatic sense. They are located in areas moist enough to allow for the 

accumulation of clay particles but not so moist as to create a heavily leached or weathered soil. 

Alfisols are divided into three categories, each with its own characteristic climatic association. Udalfs are soils of the deciduous 
forests of the Middle West. Somewhat acidic, they are nevertheless highly productive when lime is used to reduce the acidity. 

Ustalfs, found in warmer areas with a strong seasonal variation in precipitation, are most common in Texas and Oklahoma. They 
are highly productive if irrigated. Xeralfs are soils of cool, moist winters and hot, dry summers. Found in central and southern 

California, they too are highly productive. 

Ultisols represent the ultimate stage of weathering and soil formation in the United States. They develop in areas with abundant 
precipitation and a long frost-free period, such as the South. Particle size is small, and much of the soluble material and clay has 

been carried downward. These soils can be productive, but high acidity, leaching, and erosion are often problems. 

Entisols are recent soils, too young to show the modifying effects of their surroundings. They are widely scattered and of many 
types, from the Sand Hills of Nebraska to the alluvial floodplains of the Mississippi River Valley. The agricultural potential of 

entisols varies, but the alluvial floodplain soils, drawn from the rich upper layers of upstream soils, are among America's most 
productive. 

MINERAL RESOURCES 

There is a distinct association between the location of minerals that meet the needs of heavy manufacturing and the land's 
subsurface rock structure. Each of the three major forms of rock--sedimentary, metamorphic, and igneous--is capable of 

containing a type of mineral economically useful to humans. Sedimentary and metamorphic rocks are the most prevalent rock 
substructure and are more likely to contain minerals of broad utility than are igneous rocks. 

Sedimentary rock is the result of the gradual settling of small solid particles in stationary water. For example, if a shallow sea 
were located adjacent to an arid landscape subject to occasional rainstorms, sand particles would be washed into the sea and 
spread across its bottom by water currents and the force of gravity. As this process continued, each layer of sand would press 
down on the layers beneath it, squeezing and solidifying the sandy mass that had been deposited only a few thousand years 

before. When this seabed was raised and folded into mountains by shifts in the earth's crust, the method by which at least some 
of the rocks were formed was betrayed by the presence of layers of sandstone. 

About 300 million years ago during what earth historians call the Carboniferous period of the Paleozoic Era, conditions present in 
most existing land areas were such that unusual sedimentary sequences were created. Heavily vegetated and thick, swampy 

regions were drowned and covered with another layer of sediment. In some cases, the organic matter came to be represented in 
liquid form, trapped between folds of impermeable rock and eventually drawn off as petroleum. Most of these petroleum deposits 

are found in conjunction with another by-product of the period--natural gas. In other cases, the organic matter became solid 
layers of coal that were sometimes only centimeters thick but occasionally found dozens of meters thick. 

In North America, vast regions are underlaid by sediments formed during the Carboniferous period. These areas where coal, oil, 



or natural gas might be found are located in the interior and Great Plains, sections of the Gulf coastal plain, portions of the Pacific 
mountains and valleys, the Arctic rimland, and in folded and broken form along the western margins of the Appalachian 

Highlands and into the eastern Rockies. 

Large deposits of mineral fuels have been identified across extensive portions of these sedimentary lowlands. The most important 
coal deposits in America have been mined in the more rugged Appalachian field. Mines throughout this nearly continuous field in 
eastern Kentucky, West Virginia, and western Pennsylvania were the earliest to be brought into production, and they continue to 

supply over half of America's coal needs. 

Until recently, much of the remaining coal mined in the United States has been obtained from the Eastern Interior Field, which 
underlies most of Illinois and extends into western Indiana and western Kentucky. Although some of the Eastern Interior Field's 
coal has been used in iron and steel production, its higher sulfur content has restricted most use to heating and electric-power 

generation. 

The Western Interior Field is also large, located under Iowa and Missouri with a narrowing extension southward into eastern 
Oklahoma. The coal found in this field is of slightly poorer quality than that found in the eastern fields and has only recently 

begun to be mined. 

There are many small and a few large bituminous deposits scattered through and along the eastern margins of the Rocky 
Mountains. Extensive deposits in Wyoming and Montana have come into production in the last two decades. There are also 

several extensive fields of lignite (brown coal) in the northern Great Plains. 

Scattered deposits of petroleum and natural gas are found throughout the Appalachian coal field. Southern Illinois and south-
central Michigan produce some petroleum, as do scattered sites across the northern Great Plains and the northern Rockies. 

Easily the most important petroleum fields, however, have been those in the southern plains, along the Gulf coast, and in 
southern California. One great arc of producing wells is located along the full length of the Texas and Louisiana coasts. Another 
slightly broken arc extends from central Kansas south through Oklahoma and westward across central Texas to New Mexico. 

Between and beyond these two large areas lie two more fields of great importance, the East Texas field and the Panhandle field 
in northwest Texas. Separate from these fields but also of major importance are those located in southern California. In the mid-

1960s, exploitation of deposits of petroleum and natural gas was begun along the north Alaska slope. 

Metamorphic rock is formed in a quite different manner than sedimentary rock. Under the tremendous pressure exerted through 
the gradual deformation of the earth's crust, the internal structure of previously formed rocks can be metamorphosed, or 

changed. So great is the pressure exerted over thousands of years and so great is the heat generated that the very molecular 
structure of the rock is altered. This transformation indicates why metallic minerals in economically extractable quantities are 

located most often in areas of metamorphic rock. 

Many of the mining sites for early exploitation of the metallic minerals were located near the margins of the Canadian Shield. The 
pattern of mineral production follows a long arc extending from the North Atlantic and St. Lawrence River estuary across the 

Great Lakes and northward through Canada to the Arctic Ocean. The arc continues on both sides of Lake Superior: in northern 
Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota with copper and iron. 

A second zone of metamorphic rock is located along the eastern Appalachian Mountains. Copper and iron were important 
minerals found locally by New England colonists. 

A third and extensive region of metallic minerals is formed by the western mountains. Scatter deposits of gold and silver, a few 
of them rich, drew prospectors and mining companies to isolated locations from south of the Mexican border to central Alaska. Of 
great industrial importance are the large deposits of copper, zinc, lead, molybdenum, and uranium found in this western region, 

as well as smaller deposits of tungsten, chromite, manganese, and other minerals. 

It should not be assumed that America's industrial requirements are met fully by the tremendous variety of minerals found in 
these three zones of metamorphic rock. A few minerals needed by modern industry (for example, tin, manganese, and high-

grade bauxite for aluminum) have not been located in America in sufficient quantities to satisfy domestic needs. In addition, the 
growth of industrial capacity has been matched by a growth in demand for many minerals. Nevertheless, few countries have 
equaled or even approached the original quantity and diversity of metallic minerals and mineral fuels located in the United 

States. 

This abundance of minerals has been critical in assisting the development of the immense American manufacturing-industrial 
complex. 
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T he country that came to be the United States had a small, dispersed native population at the time of initial European 
discovery, totaling perhaps 800,000 people, most organized in small tribal units. 

There was great diversity among American Indian cultures. Several hundred dialects were spoken along the coast of California 
alone. The Pueblo, who lived in what is now New Mexico and who were probably influenced culturally by the Aztecs to the south, 
resided in permanent towns and constructed extensive irrigation systems. The Piutes of the Great Basin lived in temporary thatch 
dwellings and pursued a seminomadic existence based on available wild edible vegetation and small game. The Inuit, or Eskimos, 

who were the most recent of the pre-European arrivals, shared close cultural ties with Inuits in Greenland and Siberia. 

Although American Indians represented a barrier to the expansion of European settlement at times, for the most part their 
impact was minimal. Many died of imported infectious diseases such as smallpox and measles before they experienced direct 
contact with the Europeans. The Indians made important contributions to the arriving Europeans, especially during the first 
decades of settlement. But most often they were killed or shunted off to reservations in the West. As the settlement frontier 

moved westward, so did the American Indians and their reservations. 

 

SETTLEMENT PATTERNS 

Although it is impossible to state precisely how many people entered what is now the United States from Europe and, to a lesser 
extent, from Africa, a reasonable estimate would place the figure at close to 60 million. 

Most early immigrants came from northwestern Europe. At the time of the first national census of the United States in 1790, 
more than two-thirds of the white population was of British origin, with Germans and Dutch next in importance. 

Emigration to North America slowed between 1760 and 1815. This was a time of intermittent warfare in Europe and North 
America, as well as on the Atlantic Ocean. Between about 1815 and the start of World War I in 1914, immigration tended to 

increase with each passing decade. 

For the first half of the 1815-1913 period, most migrants continued to come from northwestern Europe. They were followed in 
subsequent decades by streams of people from southern and eastern Europe. By 1913, well over four-fifths of all immigrants 

were from these areas of Europe, especially Italy, Austria-Hungary, and Russia. 

The reasons for this shift are based on the impact of the Industrial Revolution. Beginning in the British Isles and the Low 
Countries in the 18th century, it spread southeastward during the following 150 years or so. With industrialization came a rapid 

rise in population as mortality declined. The economy shifted to manufacturing, urbanization increased, and there was a 
proportional decline in the agricultural population. The growth in the demand for urban labor did not match the increase in the 

potential labor force, and thus there were many willing emigrants. 
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It has been suggested repeatedly that migrants to the United States chose areas that were environmentally similar to their 
European homes. The substantial Scandinavian settlement in Minnesota and the Dakotas is indicated as a case in point. There 

may be some small truth in this, but it was more important that those states represented the principal settlement frontier at the 
time of major Scandinavian immigration. For the most part, the mosaic of ethnic patterns in America is the result of a movement 

toward opportunity--opportunity first found most often on the agricultural settlement frontier and then in the cities. 

The major exception to the immigrant settlement pattern was black settlement in the American South. Forced to move as slave 
labor for the region's plantations, this was a small part of the large movement of Africans to the Caribbean Basin, the northeast 
coast of South America, and the American Southeast. Next to the European exodus, this was probably the second largest long-
distance movement in human history. Perhaps 20 million left Africa. It is believed that fewer than 500,000 blacks came into the 
United States. Most probably arrived from the Caribbean rather than coming directly from Africa. The 1790 census indicated that 

20 percent of the American population was of African origin. There was little African immigration after that date, and the 
percentage of the population that was black declined. 

The United States passed its first major legislation to restrict immigration in the 1920s. This limitation, coupled with the Great 
Depression of the 1930s and World War II in the 1940s, cut immigration to a fraction of its annual high in 1913. Since 1945, the 

number of arrivals has increased somewhat. Far more liberal immigration laws were passed in the 1960s. In the late 1980s, 
Mexico, the Philippines, and the West Indies provided the greatest number of migrants to the United States. Today, the United 
States typically receives roughly 700,000 legal immigrants annually. About 275,000 illegal aliens also enter the country each 

year. 

The first immigrant settlements were small, clinging to the ocean and looking more toward Europe than toward the land that 
crowded in about them. When settlement pushed tentatively away from the oceans, it still followed the waterways, for they 
offered trade pathways to the coast and an important link to Europe. Thus, the British settled the indented coastline of the 

Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries, and they spread a thin band of settlement along the rugged coastline of New England. The 
Dutch moved up the Hudson River from New Amsterdam (New York), and the French gradually settled the banks of the upper St. 

Lawrence River. 

During the first 150 years after the beginnings of permanent European settlement--until about 1765--Europeans moved 
westward only as far as the eastern flanks of the Appalachian Mountains. Within a century after that, the frontier reached the 

Pacific Ocean, and by 1890, the U.S. Bureau of the Census was able to announce that the American settlement frontier was gone 
entirely. 

This increasingly rapid settlement expansion resulted from a reorientation in attitude away from Europe. By the early 19th 
century, an increasing number of Americans viewed the occupation of the continent as their manifest destiny. The land laws of 
the country became increasingly pro-expansionist. Also, as the population grew, there were more people who hoped to improve 

their lot by moving westward. 

In the eastern half of the United States, about as far west as Kansas and Nebraska, settlement expanded westward in a generally 
orderly fashion. To be sure, advances were more rapid along certain transportation routes, such as the Ohio River, and slower in 

other places. 

Settlement moved rapidly westward onto the interior grasslands. The Mississippi River and its many tributaries offered easy 
routes to the interior, and settlers found an expanse of excellent agricultural land with a generally good climate for crop 

production that stretched from the western margins of the Appalachians well into the Great Plains. 

From the Rocky Mountains westward and in Alaska, however, an even pattern of settlement expansion did not occur. Much of 
this broad area was either too dry, too hot, or too cold for farming. Rugged topography hampered transportation and further 

limited agricultural development. Settlement congregated in areas that offered an identifiable economic potential. The result was 
a pattern of point settlement scattered across an otherwise nearly unpopulated landscape. 

In 1990, the United States had a population approaching 250 million, with a density of roughly 235 people per square kilometer. 
Three principal zones of population can be identified. First, a primary zone fills a quadrant defined approximately by the cities of 
Boston (Massachusetts), Chicago (Illinois), St. Louis (Missouri), and Washington, D.C.: 7 of the 12 most populous U.S. states are 
here. It is the area of earliest growth and long the country's most advanced section economically. Fine natural routes and many 

excellent harbors along the Atlantic shore have been augmented by a dense transportation net. Some of the country's best 
agricultural lands plus rich mineral resources are either within the region or nearby. 

Wrapping around the southern and western margins of the primary zone and extending westward to the eastern sections of the 
Great Plains, there is a secondary zone of population. Much of America's best agricultural land is in this zone, and the greatest 
part of its potential agricultural lands are farmed. Most of the area is populated, although densities are generally much lower 

than those found in the core. Cities are spaced more widely and more evenly in this zone than in the core, and they are primarily 
service and manufacturing centers for the region. 

Finally, a peripheral population zone fills the land from the central Great Plains westward. A pattern of population and economic 



growth at locations of special potential in an otherwise limited region continues to dominate. Although some areas are now 
densely populated--notably California's San Francisco Bay area and Los Angeles Basin, as well as the Puget Sound Lowland in 

Washington State--most of the land remains sparsely populated. 

The mobility history of the United States can be divided into three periods. First came the period of east to west movement, then 
one from rural to urban areas, and, finally, the present period, when most long-distance movement is between metropolitan 
areas. If the country's population has moved westward with every decade, it has urbanized in an equally unvarying fashion. 

Whereas less than 10 percent of the population could even loosely be defined as urban in 1790, over three-quarters was 
urbanized by 1990. 

These statistics reflect not only a relative decline in rural population, but also an absolute decline in farm population. Between 
1960 and 1987, for example, the farm population fell from more than 15 million to under 6 million. 

The movements from east to west and from rural to urban America were both clearly in response to the perception of economic 
opportunity. First, more and more farmlands became available as the settlement frontier pushed westward. Then there was a 

tremendous surge in urban employment generated by the Industrial Revolution. Once Americans were predominantly urbanites 
and economic opportunities were also urban based, variations in these opportunities ensured that most subsequent population 

migration would occur between metropolitan areas. 

U.S. population statistics for the 1970s and 1980s suggest that a fourth major mobility period is at hand. Areas that had long 
experienced no change or even declining population size are growing. Much of the South is a prime example. 

Many observers have suggested that the United States has become a post-industrial country. That is, the major growth areas are 
in occupations that provide services and that manipulate and create information. The number of Americans employed in 

manufacturing has increased only slightly during the past two decades, whereas tertiary and quaternary employment has 
boomed. Much of what increase there has been in manufacturing employment has been in the production of high-value, 

lightweight products, such as electronic components, which can presumably be located almost anywhere. Thus, more and more 
people can live where they want. 

URBANIZATION 

Most of America possesses urban areas that have grown in population and extent. In a few instances, the growth has been so 
great and the size of the core cities has become so large that major urban areas have merged and formed clusters of cities. The 

group of large cities extending from Boston (Massachusetts) to Washington, D.C., along the northeastern U.S. coast, is the 
clearest example. Another group of urban areas--more widely dispersed and containing smaller central cities--is found along the 

southern margin of the Great Lakes. Milwaukee (Wisconsin) and Chicago (Illinois) anchor this region in the west, and Buffalo 
(New York) and Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania) do the same in the east. Southern California, from San Diego to San Francisco, is 

offered by some observers as yet another set of urban areas that will be merged by the end of the 20th century, as is much of 
east coastal and central Florida. 

Most large urban places have developed where transportation routes connect with each other. Quite often it is the land-water 
connection that is important. Some urban centers are on a seacoast or large estuary. Others are on naturally navigable 

waterways. Still others are on rivers or channels that have been modified extensively just to give the cities water access. Other 
factors matter, of course: hinterland quality, proximity to alternative transportation, security, and even healthfulness of the local 

environment. However, where goods and people must transfer from one form of transportation to another, there are 
opportunities to process, exchange, manufacture, repackage, sell, and buy goods. 

There are exceptions to this water orientation, such as Atlanta (Georgia), Denver (Colorado), and Dallas-Ft.Worth (Texas), but 
these, too, were on early transport routes of some kind. Atlanta, for example, located at the southern tip of the Appalachian 

Mountains, had become a key inland center for railroad transportation in the South by the 1860s. 

PATTERNS OF REGIONAL CULTURE 

Some argue that one of the great strengths of the United States is that it is the world's largest and most populous country joined 
geographically and socially by a common language. Nevertheless, most of the regions identified in this text are at least in part 

culture regions. 

Regional variation in culture may be expressed in many different ways. Indiana, Kentucky, Ohio, and Illinois produce far more 
big-time college basketball players per capita than the national average. The vast majority of early country music singers were 

from the upper South. 

The landscape of an area is a blending of the natural environment and a cultural imprint. The land survey system used widely in 
the United States during the 19th century created a striking grid rectangularity to the landscape of much of the Middle West. The 
German and English farmers of southeastern Pennsylvania built large cattle and hay storage barns with a second story extension 



over the first on one side. While students of folk architecture may argue its origins, most agree that this "Pennsylvania barn" is a 
key identifying element in the landscape of the state's culture area. Ethnic areas in many cities can be located simply by looking 

at the names on small neighborhood stores and restaurants. 

While many aspects of culture are conservative and consistent, change is nevertheless a constant part of American culture. Many 
of the alterations result from changes in technology and economic conditions. Migration is another key ingredient. 

Of the individual elements of American culture, one of the most interesting and telling is religion. A number of the larger 
Christian churches were brought to America by European migrants. The distribution of these denominations closely matches the 

areas where those migrant groups and their descendants form a large part of the population. For example, German and 
Scandinavian settlers carried their Lutheran church to the northern Great Plains and the northwest portion of the Agricultural 
Core. Hispanics in the Southwest, southern and eastern Europeans in the Northeast, the Middle West, and most large cities 
outside the South, and French Acadians who migrated to southern Louisiana--all help explain the widespread distribution of 

Roman Catholicism in America. 

The United States has also been a place of active denominational creation. Several denominations, such as the Episcopalians 
(formerly part of the English Anglican church), were created at the end of the American Revolution in the late 1700s. 

Presbyterianism in the United States is divided into several denominations as a result of a post-Civil War split. 

Another explanation has been the creativity of American religion. Individuals established their own churches--or congregations or 
groups of congregations left a denomination to form a new one--because of disagreements over such questions as biblical 

interpretation or church administration. 

One native American church is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, commonly known as the Mormon church. 
Founded in upstate New York in the mid-19th century, it was gradually carried westward by its followers in search of an isolated 

place to settle and follow their beliefs. They eventually chose Utah. Today, most residents of Utah are Mormons. 

Southern Baptists are an interesting joining of several of the above explanations. Baptism was brought to America by early 
European migrants as a non-established church seeking freedom of worship. During the last third of the 19th century, it was 

almost the religious expression of Southern culture and became the dominant regional church. One measure of whether a 
community is culturally part of the South surely must be the existence in it of at least one Southern Baptist church. 
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MEGALOPOLIS

 

 

I n 1961, a French geographer published a monumental study of the highly urbanized region located in the northeastern United 
States. Professor Jean Gottmann spent 20 years researching the area extending from southern New Hampshire and northern 

Massachusetts to Washington, D.C. (Map 3: 41K). He argued that this was a "very special region," and he named it Megalopolis. 

Megalopolis was formed along the northeastern coast of the United States by the gradual coalescence of large, independent 
metropolitan areas. As the populations of these cities grew, the effects of growth spilled over into the surrounding rings of 

smaller places. Larger suburbs in these rings made their own contributions to the total urban sprawl. The outer fringes of the 
resultant metropolitan regions eventually began to merge with each other to form an extensive urbanized region. 

The dominant theme of Megalopolis is "urban-ness." In varying degrees, urban services provide for the millions who live in this 
region, and urban forms are never far away. There are office and apartment buildings, small shops and mammoth shopping 

centers, factories, refineries, residential areas, gas stations, and hamburger stands by the thousands--interspersed with 
warehouses to store temporarily the goods brought by ship, rail, and truck--all this along the region's 800-kilometer route. 

But Megalopolis also contains many green spaces. Some are parks or other land available for recreation; well over 3 million 
hectares are devoted to farming. 

In spite of the mixed character of Megalopolis, it is its massive urban presence that makes this region so important in the United 
States. Ten of the country's 46 metropolitan areas exceeding 1 million population in 1990 were located in Megalopolis. The 

region holds 17 percent of the total U.S. population--in only 1.5 percent of the area of the country. 

Average per capita income is high, and a higher than average proportion of its residents work in white-collar and professional 
occupations. Transportation and communication activities are prominent, partly a result of the region's coastal position. 

Approximately 40 percent of all commercial international air-passenger departures have Megalopolitan centers as their origin. 
And almost 30 percent of American export trade passes through its six main ports. 

 

THE LOCATION OF MEGALOPOLIS 

Why has this particular portion of the United States developed as it has? Whenever a geographer is asked such a question, the 
first aspect of the region considered is usually its location. And, indeed, in the case of Megalopolis, the site and the situation of 

this vast urban region hold clues to its origins and growth. 

Many of the site characteristics are visible in the region's outline. Occupying a coastal position, the eastern margin of Megalopolis 
is deeply convoluted. Peninsulas jut into the Atlantic Ocean. Islands are scattered along the coast, some large enough to support 
communities. Bays and river estuaries penetrate the landmass in a kind of mirror image of the land's penetration of the ocean. 
This interpenetrated coastline brings more land area close to the ocean and, in this way, provides greater opportunity for access 
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to cheap water transportation than would a straighter coast. 

Quality harbors must also be present, and Megalopolis straddles some of the best natural harbors in America. The northern half 
of Megalopolis was covered by ice during the most recent of the continental glaciers. As the ice cover began to melt, large river 
spillways were formed. The erosive power of the rivers cut deeply into the flat coastal plain. As sea level rose, the lower river 

valleys were "drowned" to form estuaries, and the ocean margin was shifted toward the land's interior. These glacial river valleys 
formed some of the harbors that later proved useful in the development of Megalopolis. 

The other major contribution of the glacial period is more specific to one or two locations. The large amounts of soil, stone, and 
other debris scraped up by the expanding glaciers were deposited as moraines when the ice front retreated. One series of ridges 
was left by retreating glaciers just south of what is now the coast of Connecticut. These moraines developed as an island when 
the seas rose, and it was widened by deposition from the ocean. The island was not made so wide, however, that it could be 

called anything except Long Island. 

Long Island has enhanced the quality of New York's harbor in two major ways. First, the length of coastline available for port 
facilities, already significant along the Hudson River, is increased considerably. Second, when an urban area grows around a 
large, fully developed harbor, the growth creates a demand for more space. Good land to accommodate the New York area's 

urban growth was restricted to the west of the Hudson River in New Jersey by tidal marshes and the erosion-resistant ridge of 
the Palisades. To the east of the Hudson lies only a narrow finger of land, Manhattan Island. But beyond the East River is Long 
Island, a flat to slightly rolling land without the barrier marshes of New Jersey. New York's boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens 

developed early at the western tip of Long Island, and the island offered a great deal of room for further urban expansion toward 
the east. 

Although Megalopolis possesses many high-quality harbors, there are few other site characteristics that contributed so positively 
to the region's urban economic development. The climate is not exceptionally mild, although the summers are generally of 

sufficient length and wetness to support farming. Soils are variable, with the soils inland from Baltimore, Maryland, and 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, better than most found closer to New York. 

The general topographic features of Megalopolis south of New York do provide additional urban site benefits. Traveling inland 
from the Atlantic Coast, a very flat coastal plain is succeeded by a rolling, frequently hilly landscape called the Piedmont. The 
irregularly rolling relief of the Piedmont is underlain by very old, very hard rocks. This surface is resistant to erosion, and the 

level of the Piedmont is maintained above that of the coastal plain. Wherever rivers flow off the Piedmont, therefore, a series of 
rapids and small waterfalls are formed along a line tracing the physiographic boundary--a boundary known as the fall line. 

Early settlers found the fall line to be a hindrance to water navigation but an obvious source of water power. Settlements 
developed along the fall line, locations as far inland as possible but still possessing access to ocean shipping. In addition, because 

the fall line was often the head of navigation, goods brought inland or those to be exported had to be unloaded at fall line 
locations for transfer to another mode of transport. These sites also benefited from goods moving for export from the interior to 

the head of river navigation. In many cases, manufacturing processes could be applied here as well. 

This portion of North America was also on or near the most direct sea route between Europe and the productive plantations of 
the Caribbean colonies and southern America, at least on the homeward voyage. The ports around which Megalopolis later grew, 
therefore, were convenient stopping places and contributed actively to the transoceanic trade that expanded rapidly during the 

18th and 19th centuries. 

Also critical to this growth was the location of the core cities relative to the country's interior. Philadelphia and Baltimore grew 
rapidly because each was the focus of a relatively good-sized and good-quality agricultural region. Access routes to the interior 

were constructed early and helped support the growth of the trading functions of these cities. Inland from Boston, the soils were 
(and are) too shallow and rocky and the terrain too rolling for good farming, but the New England hills were covered with 

hardwood and pine forests nearly ideal for ship construction. Also accessible were the very productive fishing banks off the New 
England coast and farther south in the rich Chesapeake Bay area. 

The importance of accessibility in evaluating a city's situation, however, is most apparent in the case of New York, whose chief 
advantage lay in its position at the head of the best natural route through the Appalachian Mountains. The Hudson-Mohawk River 
system, later amplified by the Erie Canal, railroads, and highways, provides access to the Great Lakes to the west, which, in turn, 
provide access to the broad interior of the country. As settlement density and economic activity on the interior plains increased, 

large amounts of the goods produced were carried to the urban cores of Megalopolis. The city that benefited most from this 
growing trade was the one with the greatest natural access to the interior: New York. 

During America's colonial period, as trade grew between Europe, the Caribbean area, and the American mainland, small-scale 
manufacturing began to appear in the larger port cities from Baltimore northward. As urban industry grew, the demand for labor 
increased, drawing immigrants from northwestern Europe or diverting large numbers of workers from farming, thus swelling the 
populations of these cities. Banks and other financial institutions underwrote investments in local manufacturing and shipping. 

Service activities, wholesale and retail businesses, centers of information and control all grew and supported further urban 
expansion, with the greatest growth occurring in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and Baltimore. 



The most unusual feature of this region is not the fact that these cities grew, but that four such large cities (later to become five 
with the addition of Washington) continued to grow in close proximity to one another. Washington is unique, of course, because 

even though it, too, is located on the fall line, its growth has followed directly from expansion of the national government 
structure. The other four cities, along with many smaller ones along the Megalopolitan axis, depended largely on economic 

stimulation. So great was national growth during the 19th century, and so strong were the linkages between the interior and 
these four ports, that none of the four could wholly absorb the flow of goods to any of its neighbors and competitors. By the turn 

of the 20th century, the combined economic resources of these cities' hinterlands had reached continental proportions. 

THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT 

Throughout Megalopolis, it is the urban forms and urban functions that provide the most significant regional unity to the 
territory. Tall buildings, busy streets, crowded housing, and industrial plants accompany an array of cultural opportunities--
theaters, symphony orchestras, art museums, and large libraries. Also sometimes apparent are deterioration--dilapidated 
structures, traffic congestion, and air pollution. All of these and more are present in the metropolitan areas of Megalopolis. 

These characteristics are also found in most large cities around the world. What distinguishes Megalopolis is that the urban 
characteristics in this region have spread out so far from their core cities that these urban regions have begun to merge with one 

another in a process of metropolitan coalescence. Megalopolis became in this way a kind of gigantic laboratory in which 
intensively urban patterns and peculiarly urban problems could be observed developing at a very large scale. 

Population densities in Megalopolis are high, averaging about 305 persons per square kilometer in 1987. Of course, some 
peripheral counties have populations that are only 10 to 20 percent of the region's overall average density. Settlement density 
increases as a city is approached, until very high densities are reached near the city core. In New York City, for example, 1987 

densities exceeded an average of 226 persons per square hectare, which amounts to more than 22,660 persons per square 
kilometer. 

What other features of city organization are associated with this density pattern? Modern cities result basically from the locational 
consequences of economic activities. When someone decides to move or to relocate a business into a city, the economic 

advantages of such a choice fundamentally dominate the decision. So pervasive are these advantages that large numbers of 
people live close to one another, often closer than they would prefer, and tolerate many negative consequences to participate in 

the benefits of city organization. 

An increasing number of urbanites, however, have minimized some disadvantages of city living by moving their residences to 
suburban locations. Others have moved even farther, into a zone referred to as exurbia. From small towns, areas of converted 

vacation homes, and rural estates, exurban commuters travel to distant workplaces. But this spread of population has not 
eliminated the disadvantages of clustering, only shifted the population facing them. It has also spread the workplaces for those 
living in the region; a smaller proportion of a sprawling metropolitan population than previously still finds it necessary to enter 

the central city for work. 

A key component of the urban landscape is interaction. In general, the cost of moving something is directly proportional to the 
distance it must be moved. Activities therefore cluster in cities so that movement costs are minimized. The importance of the 

ability to move from one place to another in urban regions is evident from the high proportion of urban land devoted to 
facilitating interaction. The lines of interaction for human movement are visible in streets, subways, bridges, tunnels, sidewalks, 
and parking lots. In older cities such as those in Megalopolis, the downtowns were laid out when travel was by foot and horse-

drawn carriage; therefore, these cities have only about 35 percent of their total central areas devoted to landscape features that 
support human interaction. In newer cities, developed largely after the rise of the automobile, the proportion is much higher. 

Other forms of interaction may be equally important but less visible. The easy movement of information and ideas is supported in 
cities by the intensively developed telephone, telegraph, teletype, and other communications systems. Ninety years ago, the 

central business districts of all large cities were crowded with spiderweb networks of telephone lines, testifying to the intensity of 
communication demands; today, telephone lines are wound into cables and placed underground. 

Perhaps the prime motivation for interaction is the geographic separation of supply and demand. Economically, if an item or 
service is needed at a location that cannot meet that need, the good or service must be obtained at another location. Interaction 

may occur as a result. 

The implications of all this for city landscapes should be clear. There are a great many different kinds of activities in a relatively 
small area. Some functions tend to cluster together, while others are scattered across the urban region. Since a variety of 

activities are carried on in a city, interaction is stimulated between functions or within zones of the same function. When the 
activities are mapped, the result is a greatly mixed pattern of land use. 

The concentration of population and urban activities requires supporting functions as well. Traditionally organized and operated 
as various branches of city government, these public service functions are only indirectly productive in an economic sense, but 



they are necessary for commerce and industry. 

In addition to such services as water, electricity, and sewage and garbage collection, cities provide police and fire protection, 
construction and maintenance of public movement facilities, health care, documentation of vital population statistics, and 

educational facilities, among others. 

So pervasive did these services become in large cities that immense governmental structures developed to administer them. In 
the New York metropolitan region, to take the extreme case, more than 1,550 administrative agencies were in operation in 1982. 

Yet another major component of the urban landscape is its level of accessibility. Easy access between most sections of an urban 
area has not always been a dominant consideration in city organization and structure. The original street plans of most cities in 

Megalopolis, for example, followed the simple square or rectangular grid pattern popular in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

As these cities grew, the inadequate access provided by this street system became apparent. A square grid, for example, 
possesses frequent, right-angle intersections. Because the traffic flow is interrupted at each intersection, a greater traffic volume 

leads to longer pauses at each intersection. By 1900, Baltimore and Boston had each exceeded populations of 500,000, 
Philadelphia had reached nearly 1.3 million, and New York was approaching 3.5 million. The main impact of the automobile was 

then still in the future, but serious congestion was already present in these cities' centers. 

Beginning in the 1950s, changes occurred that led to the rapid areal expansion of cities and the increased use of automobiles for 
travel. An increasing proportion of the work force in the cities began to live at distances and in residential densities that made it 
uneconomical for mass transit to reach them. Economically, the speed and flexibility of truck transport accelerated the diversion 

of short-haul freight from rail to road carriers. Traffic planners responded by recommending construction of peripheral 
circumferential, or ring, highways and high-volume, limited-access expressways to separate local movement from cross-town 

and through traffic. Partly successful, these changes, plus others, also increased demand for access within the city center, 
between the center and the periphery, and eventually between sections of the periphery. The entire pattern of accessibility 

became more complex and difficult to manage. 

All of this accentuates another component of the urban landscape. This is a landscape of change. Tens of thousands of new 
residents enter a large city like Philadelphia or New York each year. Even greater numbers have been leaving, some to distant 
cities and some only into the metropolitan fringes. Structures are destroyed, new ones built. Street patterns are altered, the 

pattern of functions is changed, and flows of people, goods, and ideas are shifted to fit these new patterns. 

Such changes may be observed in any major region in America, but, in some ways, they actually created Megalopolis. 

CHANGING PATTERNS IN MEGALOPOLIS 

Perhaps the most fundamental and far-reaching change in Megalopolis during the last 40 years has been the great areal 
expansion of major metropolitan areas. Greater New York clearly has extended its population the farthest, but the Boston, 

Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington areas have also grown greatly. New York had both the largest initial population and the 
most intensive economic concentration, but the other three port cities possessed firm foundations for growth as well. At the 
same time, the federal government rapidly expanded its operations. The District of Columbia (Washington and the District of 

Columbia are coextensive) was no longer large enough to absorb the burgeoning civil service population and the growing number 
of people needed to feed, clothe, and otherwise serve them. Urban development spilled into the neighboring states of Virginia 

and Maryland. 

The spread of urban population far beyond city limits also had a strong impact on rural activities in Megalopolis. As city 
populations grew, a greater number of people had to be fed by foodstuffs shipped in from rural areas. The tens of millions of 

people in urban Megalopolis consume agricultural products from across America and beyond. Many of those farming the 
agricultural land close to the cities, however, chose to specialize in higher-priced foods and in products with high perishability. 

Dairy products, tomatoes, lettuce, apples, and a variety of other intensively produced "table crops" came to dominate farm 
production in sections of rural Megalopolis. 

Also, as land on the margins of urban areas was approached by dense settlement and intense economic activity, the price of land 
was driven up. A 60-hectare farm purchased decades ago for $20,000 as agricultural land might eventually be sold to a real 
estate developer for $1 million. The developer, in turn, might subdivide the land into 250 home lots of 0.2 hectares each and 

then, after putting in utilities and streets, sell each lot for $25,000, or a total $6.25 million. 

Even if a farm family could resist the profitability of such a sale, the taxes on the land rose sharply toward urban levels as nearby 
areas begin to be used for urban activities. Until land use controls were put in place to keep land in agriculture, the only way for 

a family to remain in farming was to pursue intensive agricultural production devoted to high-value products. 

Urban sprawl and the corresponding shifts in agricultural practices in Megalopolis were pulled along the main lines of interurban 
access between the major urban nodes. Strong flows of traffic developed early between the cities of Megalopolis. When people 



who continued to work within the major cities relocated their residences, it was only natural that a high proportion chose sites 
that allowed them easy access to the main cluster of workplaces. The arterial highways and, to a lesser extent, the interurban 

railroads and main feeder roads became the seams along which metropolitan populations spread first and farthest. As a 
consequence, the urbanized areas merged first along these main interurban connections. And the demand for increased 

accessibility generated the construction of even better interurban movement facilities. 

As the populations of the separate urban areas grew, the composition of the populations also changed. Prior to 1910, the cities of 
Megalopolis absorbed large numbers of immigrants from Europe. These migrants passed through one or another of the large 
Megalopolitan ports, usually New York. Those who did not continue westward into the farming areas or urban centers of the 

Midwest and Great Plains settled in dense clusters within Megalopolis's cities, usually forming communities of each nationality. 

When World War I broke out in Europe, the flow of emigrants stopped, and a new set of migration flows began to filter into 
Megalopolis. What had been a slow trickle of black migration from southern states began to grow. Black migrants and groups of 
rural whites from the region repeated the patterns of settlement used by migrant groups from Europe. Most blacks settled within 

the cities in areas that were already occupied by small black populations. 

As the black migration continued through mid-century, population densities increased and generated outward expansion from the 
original core areas. Often, after many decades of population increase within a city, black densities began to increase in outlying 

regions of black settlement as well. 

Two entirely new aspects of urban change appeared during recent years--a change that may be national in scope but is most 
dramatic in the largest and oldest cities such as Megalopolis's ports. 

First, during the late 1960s, for the first time in U.S. history, people began to leave the largest metropolitan regions--considering 
both central city and suburbs together--in greater numbers than those who moved in. Smaller cities and towns and the rural 

areas between them in general have been the primary recipients of these population shifts. 

Second, there has been an eruption of high-rise office clusters at various locations in metropolitan areas. The appearance of new 
metal and glass office skyscrapers has transformed the downtown skyline of many American cities since the mid-1970s. But this 
feature is no longer limited to the old city cores. Massive office clusters have emerged within the suburban rings surrounding the 
central cities--many exceeding the square footage of office space of a major city downtown. This change is one that appears to 

affect most significantly the location of jobs and the pattern of travel to them, rather than the location of residences. 

Clearly, urban areas are landscapes of change, and the changes in Megalopolis suit the unusual character of the region. The 
changes there have been continuous, they have been drastic, and they have occurred on a scale unmatched anywhere else in the 

world. 
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THE MANUFACTURING CORE

 

 

M anufacturing is an important economic activity in the United States. The evidence of this is everywhere--in articles of 
clothing, items of preserved food, residential structures, means of transport and communication, and many other things. In spite 
of the presence of items manufactured outside the country, domestic industry remains paramount, and it is rare for any medium-

sized U.S. town to be without at least some local employment in manufacturing. 

The northeastern United States, excluding northern New England, is the country's single most significant region of manufacturing 
(Map 4: 45K). This region is loosely defined on three sides by the Ohio River Valley, Megalopolis, and the southern Great Lakes. 
The western margin of the region is less clear; it blends gradually with agriculture-dominant landscapes across southern Indiana, 

Illinois, and beyond. 

In spite of the region's moderate extent and the growth of manufacturing elsewhere, the Manufacturing Core continues to be of 
tremendous economic significance in American geography. Its factories produce most of the country's steel, as well as a 

significant percentage of its motor vehicles and motor vehicle parts. Most of the important ports, the main centers of 
communication, and the primary financial centers are within or near the region, and the country's political capital is on the 

immediate margins. 

The region includes the two largest clusters of coalescing metropolitan areas: Megalopolis, and the group of large urban regions 
between Milwaukee (Wisconsin) and Chicago (Illinois) on the west, and Cleveland (Ohio) and Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania) on the 

east. 

Understanding America's Manufacturing Core is made difficult by its strongly dual character. In many respects, it was the vitality 
and productivity of the territory's farm population that created the resources and the demand for industrial production. Success 
in agriculture supported the region's early market centers, and it was the gradual mechanization of agriculture that demanded 

diversified manufacturing support. Mechanical reapers, winnowing machines, and cultivating implements by the tens of 
thousands were required during the later 1800s. Tractors, hay balers, pumps, and increasingly specialized farm machinery 

continued to be important local sources of industrial demand during the first half of the 20th century. Transportation lines were 
improved and expanded to carry the tremendous volume of agricultural products grown on the region's farms. 

Therefore, we encounter here a single portion of America that must be treated as two interdependent thematic regions. One 
theme, the urban and industrial nature of the region's manufacturing centers, is discussed here. The other, the rural and 

agricultural character of the territory's small towns and countryside, is presented in chapter 10. 

Turning to the manufacturing theme, what set of conditions or circumstances led to the development of so complex a mix of 
economic interrelationships on this portion of the continent? What is it about this region that encouraged the growth of heavy 

manufacturing industries and all of the related human activities that have come to dominate here? 
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The United States is blessed with industrial resources. America's broad interior plains are nearly enclosed by zones of metallic 
mineral concentrations: the Canadian Shield to the north and two linear areas, one extending northeast-southwest (the 

Appalachian Mountains) and one extending northwest-southeast (the Rocky Mountains). Furthermore, much of these same 
interior plains are underlain by large deposits of high-quality mineral fuel, especially in the eastern section. In terms of the 

mineral requirements of heavy industry, then, a relatively small triangular region contains much of what is needed. 

Also, the interior portion of America's Manufacturing Core possesses great accessibility resources. Connecting the mineral-rich 
Canadian Shield and the fuel-rich interior plains, the five Great Lakes--Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie, and Ontario--represent 

an internal waterway unlike any other in the world. The Great Lakes are interconnected with only two significant changes of 
elevation. A small drop of about 6.7 meters between Lake Superior and Lakes Huron and Michigan was overcome by locks at 

Sault Sainte Marie, Michigan, first opened in 1855. The much greater change of elevation between Lakes Erie and Ontario might 
have been a serious barrier to water transport, but the Welland Canal (first opened in 1829) was built in Ontario to skirt Niagara 
Falls, and the Erie Canal was constructed (by 1825) in New York to permit some freight to avoid Lake Ontario altogether. With 

these exceptions, the lakes offered well over 800 kilometers of inexpensive transportation to early developers of America. Later, 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the same cheap transportation was of critical importance to those moving the Shield's iron 

ore to the coal fields in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, West Virginia, and Pennsylvania. Much of the basis for the location of the industrial 
capacity that developed along the southern margins of the Great Lakes can be attributed to this natural accessibility resource. 

Within the interior core, flowing westward from deep within the coal-rich Appalachian region, the Ohio River crosses the interior 
plains for hundreds of kilometers before joining the Mississippi River. Dozens of tributaries supply the Ohio with its water and 

provide further accessibility, either directly because they are navigable, too, or less directly because they offer easier routes of 
land movement through their valleys. Along the western margin of the core region, the Mississippi River and its tributaries 

provide access from the south and west. 

So unique is this combination of spatial and mineral resources that the Manufacturing Core in the United States is often thought 
of as this interior territory alone. References to "the industrial Midwest" or "America's industrial heartland" may seek to fire the 

imagination, but they are geographically incomplete. The American Manufacturing Core includes both the interior core and 
Megalopolis, the urban region through which the interior has its primary linkage to international commerce. 

Prior to 1830, the region's urban and industrial development was limited almost entirely to the Atlantic Coast in the ports' 
immediate hinterlands. European settlement of the trans-Appalachian area consisted of scattered subsistence agriculture and a 
few urban outposts. Between 1830 and the outbreak of the U.S. Civil War in 1860, population density in the interior increased 

and agriculture intensified and began to produce a regular surplus, spurring demand for efficient centers of exchange. The 
foundations for the growth of the region are reflected in the gradual shift of transportation concentration as railroad lines began 

to be spread across the interior plains. 

The technological changes that directly affected the manufacturing geography of the United States have been grouped by one 
geographer, John Borchert, into four periods, or historical epochs as he called them. 

Writing in Geographic Review, Borchert identified the earliest period, 1790-1830, as the Sail-Wagon Epoch. During this period, 
almost all cities and towns were associated with water transportation. The Atlantic ports and towns that had their beginnings 
along some of the coastal rivers were the major urban centers. The greatest inland urban growth during this period occurred 

along the main inland waterways--the Mohawk River, the Great Lakes, and the Ohio River. 

The second period, 1830-1870, was triggered by development of the railway, a radical innovation in land movement. The Iron 
Horse Epoch at first stimulated further growth in the already established port locations. The new railway networks were 
constructed to focus on the port cities. Aside from additional growth of the larger port cities in what was soon to become 

Megalopolis, the greatest growth occurred in such cities as Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania), Cincinnati (Ohio), and Louisville (Kentucky) 
(all on the Ohio River); Buffalo (New York), Erie (Pennsylvania), Cleveland (Ohio), Detroit (Michigan), Chicago (Illinois), and 

Milwaukee (Wisconsin) (all on the lower Great Lakes); and St. Louis (Missouri), Memphis (Tennessee), and New Orleans 
(Louisiana) (all on the Mississippi River). 

The Steel-Rail Epoch, 1870-1920, was stimulated by the development of steel, the replacement of iron rails with stronger and 
heavier steel rails, increased demand for bituminous coal, and the spread of electric power generation. Although the greatest 

growth in national urban areas occurred in cities only peripheral to the Manufacturing Core, there were several notable 
exceptions--the numerous smaller cities near the coal fields, near the Great Lakes, or on one of the major rail connections 

between larger cities. These cities were able to establish themselves because the interconnecting rail network crisscrossed the 
region so densely between the Ohio River and the Great Lakes. Akron, Canton, and Youngstown, Ohio, are clear examples, 

because they are located between the coal-and-steel city of Pittsburgh and the iron-ore port and steel city of Cleveland. 

A fourth epoch, the period 1920-1960, was the Auto-Air-Amenity Epoch. The main effects of transport innovations such as the 
automobile and the airplane were to increase individual mobility and to minimize the impact of shipment costs in the production 
process. Industry was drawn to areas of greatest population growth; these were primarily the amenity areas (California, Florida, 

Arizona) outside the traditional manufacturing core. 



The United States entered yet another period after 1960, one that might be called the Information Technology Epoch. As the U.S. 
economy becomes more dependent on the production and exchange of information, the means of processing and transmitting 
this information will encourage the growth of industries that do not need cheap bulk transportation or even large population 

clusters. This suggests that those factors that supported growth in the Manufacturing Core cities during the first two-thirds of the 
20th century will no longer provide those cities with special development advantages during future decades, although their 

skilled labor forces, large markets, and established air transportation patterns will make some of them strong competitors for 
growth. 

CITIES IN THE REGION 

With Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore based early and firmly on commerce and the financial exchanges it 
stimulated, these ports and their satellites began to accumulate population long before manufacturing became dominant in the U.

S. economy. Although manufacturing was drawn to the eastern coast by the promise of matchless local markets, tremendous 
labor supplies, and easy access to water transportation, the economies of most of Megalopolis's cities maintained a distinctly 

professional character. 

New England was the exception by developing manufacturing at the same time that its ports were growing. Shipbuilding 
industries thrived along the coast and generated countless subsidiary manufacturing operations needed to supply such a complex 

industrial undertaking. When factory industry began to grow in importance elsewhere in America, New England had several 
advantages that kept manufacturing significant, the most important of which was the ready availability of power in the area's 

small but abundant rivers. 

Boston, as the regional capital of New England, characterizes many of the changes in this portion of the continental core. 
Boston's apparel and leather industries, as well as shipbuilding in nearby Connecticut, are remnants of an earlier period, but 

most growth in the last 50 or so years has occurred in electronic components and machinery. The harbor and the facilities found 
there remain excellent, but industry in New England now ships most of its products by land, either to markets in the rest of the 

United States or south to New York for export through Megalopolis's primary port. 

New York's primacy among American harbors has been discussed. As might be expected, manufacturing industries found 
proximity to this node of international commerce and the population cluster around it to be very advantageous. So strong was 

this pull that New York's industrial mix became extremely diversified. Many industries were located on Manhattan until after the 
beginning of the 20th century. The increasing demand for space by the even more space-intensive office businesses gradually 
pushed the heavier industry to the very margins of lower Manhattan or beyond the island's confines into the New Jersey tidal 

marshes across the Hudson River. 

The New York metropolitan economy has been dominated for some time by office industries. These are the headquarters for 
activities of dozens of companies and corporations, the banking and insurance cluster, publishing houses, and all the other 

service and control centers that require a worldwide information network and the facilities to transmit their responses rapidly. 

Philadelphia and Baltimore, so different in industrial inheritance and urban character, have shown indications during recent years 
that they may be becoming more alike. Philadelphia's manufacturing base is almost as diversified as New York's, although there 

is a greater emphasis on food-processing industries and on shipbuilding and ship repair. 

The growth of Philadelphia's industrial base suffered somewhat from the presence of New York's better harbor and superior 
access to the interior only 120 kilometers to the north. But Philadelphia's better access to the coal and steel regions of western 
Pennsylvania, its respectable port facilities, and its heritage as an early political and cultural center in the United States have 

maintained the Philadelphia metropolitan region's growth within Megalopolis. Baltimore, on the other hand, has always been on 
the periphery of the Manufacturing Core region. Like Philadelphia, its port possessed good rail connections with the coal and steel 
regions of the interior, and Baltimore's industrial mix reflects this. The manufacture of transport machinery is also important in 

Baltimore. 

Two additional industrial sectors--metals fabrication and chemicals--are well represented in Philadelphia and Baltimore, and they 
emphasize the coastal connections of these regions with the heavy industrial interior. 

The major cities of the other, larger portion of America's Manufacturing Core region, the industrial Midwest, have derived their 
primary character from their location relative to the rich mineral and agricultural resources of the continent's interior. Almost all 
of the large cities in the western portion of the manufacturing region are located along the Ohio River or one of its tributaries, or 

along the shores of one of the Great Lakes. 

Most important in the development of urban centers in the interior portion of the Manufacturing Core has been the movement of 
metallic mineral ores from the margins of the Canadian Shield to the coal fields of western Pennsylvania and West Virginia, and 
the smaller movement of coal in the reverse direction. Iron ore is mined at the Mesabi range of northern Minnesota and at the 

Gogebic, Marquette, and Menominee ranges in northern Michigan and Wisconsin. Mesabi ore is now processed into pellets at the 



deposit site, but for decades unprocessed ore was carried to the southern shores of Lakes Michigan and Erie in large ships 
designed specially for Great Lakes travel. Pellets and ore are carried to the southern shore of Lake Michigan, to Hammond and 
Gary in Indiana, where these shipments are met by coal transported north by rail from the large Illinois coal fields. Most of the 

ore, however, is shipped to Lake Erie ports. From there, it is either carried south, primarily to the steel cities of the Ohio River, or 
converted to steel in the lakeside cities using coal carried north on the return rail trip from the Appalachian fields. 

Of the cities of the interior core, Pittsburgh is the one whose name became synonymous with steel. Located where the Allegheny 
and Monongahela Rivers join to form the Ohio River, Pittsburgh was in an excellent position to take advantage of access to both 
raw materials and downriver markets. The Allegheny and the Monongahela drain the coal-rich margins of the Appalachians, and 
the Ohio flows along the southern margins of the Agricultural Core and into the Mississippi. As Pittsburgh grew, industries that 
depend on steel crowded onto the narrow river bottoms to take advantage of proximity to low-cost water transportation. Metal-

fabricating industries, machine parts, and other industrial consumers of large quantities of steel located their plants in and 
around Pittsburgh. Nearby cities also benefited from the powerful pull of steel at Pittsburgh. Youngstown, Canton, and 

Steubenville in Ohio, Wheeling and Weirton in West Virginia, and New Castle and Johnstown in Pennsylvania shared to some 
degree in the industrial growth of this region and obtained steel and steel products industries. 

Urban-industrial growth did not occur solely at the source region of coal. The iron ore shipped across the lake system had to be 
transferred to railroads at points along the Lake Erie shore for final movement to the Pittsburgh region. 

Cleveland was the largest of the Lake Erie port cities. Cleveland's initial growth was stimulated by a canal connecting the narrow 
and winding Cuyahoga River with a tributary of the Ohio River. Although the city quickly outgrew this small initial advantage, it 

was enough to give Cleveland a head start on its nearby urban competitors. The diverse industrial base that resulted took 
advantage of the accessibility offered by the lakes and by the major east-west railroads connecting New York with Chicago and 

the Agricultural Core to the west. Cleveland's growth also spilled over into adjacent ports, such as Lorain, Ashtabula, and 
Conneaut, Ohio, and perhaps as far east as Erie, Pennsylvania, and as far west as Toledo, Ohio, as well as to complementary 

growth centers inland, such as the rubber-producing city of Akron, Ohio. 

Buffalo, New York, is located at the eastern end of Lake Erie. Wheat from the Plains states is brought to the western Great Lakes 
and carried in bulk to Buffalo for refining. The same factors that generated steel and metals manufacturing elsewhere along the 
lakeshore helped ensure that a significant portion of the city's manufacturing would be connected to this type of industry. The 

harnessing of nearby Niagara Falls for hydroelectric power attracted chemical and aluminum industries. 

The city on the narrow water passage between Lakes Huron and Erie, Detroit, grew rapidly only early in the 20th century 
because it is located more than 80 kilometers north of the primary New York-Chicago rail connection. It was not until the rise of 
the industry that fostered the railroads' chief land transport competitor--motor vehicles--that Detroit developed the character for 
which it is best known. The most successful automobile manufacturers concentrated in Detroit and nearby cities, and the demand 

for automobiles skyrocketed, drawing a variety of component suppliers to southeastern Michigan. 

The smaller of the two remaining metropolitan centers along the southern Great Lakes margin is Milwaukee. In addition to its 
industrial mix of heavy industry and motor vehicle manufacturing, Milwaukee is one of the leading centers of the brewing 

industry, a result of the large number of German immigrants who settled in Wisconsin during the late 19th century. A significant 
food processing industry is also present in Milwaukee, because it is a major focus for the middle Dairy Belt of the state. 

Chicago is easily the dominant city of the interior Manufacturing Core. So important did this city become that, for many years it 
was called the "Second City," recognizing Chicago's population (2,725,979 in 1990) as second only to that of New York City. 

Although Los Angeles now outranks Chicago in population, the informal "capital" of the Midwest persists as the strongest urban 
focus of the United States' interior. 

Located along the southwestern shore of Lake Michigan, Chicago occupies the optimum location for the transfer of people and 
goods between lake transportation and the rich agricultural region to the west and southwest. The Illinois and Michigan Canal, 
located in part through the heart of the city, was completed in 1848 to link the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River system. 

Four years later, Chicago was connected to New York by rail and became the primary regional rail focus in the Midwest. 

Chicago absorbed thousands of immigrants throughout the later 19th century and spawned a radial network of rail lines into 
Illinois, Wisconsin, and the agricultural states beyond. Meatpacking developed around the city's large stockyards. Other 

industries, such as furniture and clothing manufacturers, located there to take advantage of the growing local market and good 
access to markets farther west. After the turn of the century, the steel industry was introduced to the Chicago region, south of 
the city itself but still along the lakeshore in Illinois and Indiana and easily accessible to the city's unparalleled railroad network. 

Already a city of 1 million by 1890, Chicago doubled in size before 1910 and exceeded 3 million by the mid-1920s. The volume of 
Chicago's manufacturing activities today is matched only by the immense diversity of products manufactured, making the city at 

least partly an effective regional counterbalance to the intense economic nodes in Megalopolis. 
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CHAPTER 6

THE BYPASSED EAST

 

 

A map of America's eastern seaboard reveals a lack of large cities along the coast north of Boston. Few major overland routes 
extend inland from this coast, and interior cities are generally smaller than those along the ocean. This area, comprising northern 

New England and the Adirondacks of New York, can be referred to as the Bypassed East (Map 5: 29K). 

The Bypassed East is near, even astride, major routeways, but not on them. Ocean transportation can easily bypass the region, 
putting it in a transportation shadow that has produced slow regional economic growth and even stagnation. 

Southern New England is a part of metropolitan America. Northern New England, for the most part, is not. It is much more like 
Canada's Atlantic Provinces. 

 

THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

Much of the Bypassed East is beautiful. The Presidential Range in the White Mountains of New Hampshire contains some of the 
most rugged topography in the eastern United States. The extensive shoreline thrusts out into the Atlantic and meets the ocean's 

waves with a heavily indented coast that mixes dramatic headlands with many small coves bordered by rocky beaches. Large 
empty areas, almost totally lacking in settlement, are only hours away from some of the largest cities on the continent. 

Most of the Bypassed East is a part of the northeastern extension of the Appalachian Uplands. However, the structure of the area 
bears little surface resemblance to the clearly delineated ridge and valley system of the southern Appalachians. 

The Adirondacks, in northern New York, are a southern extension of the Canadian Shield. This broad upland was severely eroded 
by continental glaciation, so that the surface features are generally more rounded than angular. Although elevations in the 

Adirondacks are not great, the areal extent of this highland is considerable. 

A large upland plateau covers most of New England. This upland is old geologically and has also been heavily eroded by moving 
water and ice. One result is that elevations throughout the region seldom top 1,500 meters. Widespread scouring by continental 
glaciers rounded most of the hills and mountains across the plateau. Only where elevations were high enough to remain above 

the moving ice can one find more rugged mountains. 

The two major mountain areas of northern New England are the Green Mountains of Vermont and the White Mountains of New 
Hampshire. The Green Mountains are lower in elevation, less than 1,500 meters at their highest, and their tops are well rounded. 

The White Mountains, by comparison, rise to 1,900 meters, and their upper slopes are rugged and steep. 

Farther south, where the upland plateau has been heavily eroded by flowing water, several isolated peaks stand well apart from 
the major mountain areas to the north. The largest of them is Mount Monadnock in southern New Hampshire. Monadnock is a 

name given to all such areas of hard rock that have become low, isolated mountains as the surrounding rocks were removed by 
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