Ch. 6:  A Profile of the United States 


1. A Resource-Rich Nation
Main Idea: Natural resources, technology, and respect for individual freedoms encourage economic growth in the United States.

Compared with most countries of the world, the United States is enormous.  It is the world’s fourth-largest country in area and is the third most populous.  The United States is also wealthy.  The nation’s gross national product (GNP) is the highest in the world.  The GNP is the total value of a nation’s output of goods and services, including the output of domestic firms in foreign countries and excluding the domestic output of foreign firms.

How did the United States become such a wealthy country?  At least four factors help answer this question:  the nation’s abundance of natural resources, innovations in transportation, innovations in communication, and respect for individual freedoms.
An Abundance of Natural Resources
“I think in all the world the like abundance is not to be found.”  These were the words of Arthur Barlowe, an English sea captain, shortly after his arrival in North America in 1584.  The continent seemed to offer the newcomer an unbelievable degree of plenty and the promise of wealth.
Farming the Land:  One of the most abundant natural resources in the United States is the land itself.  From earliest times, Americans have benefited from the land.  Many Native American groups, such as the Cayuga (kay-yoo-ga), Creek, Natchez, and Cherokee, lived in permanent or semipermanent villages.  There they grew crops such as maize, squash, beans, cotton, and tobacco.


After the United States was established, people could gain parcels of land from the government by promising to live on the land for at least five years.  Much of that land was used for farming.  When the nation’s first census was taken in 1790, more than three fourths of the nations people lived on farms.


As settlers expanded westward in the 1800s, they did not at first realize the potential for farming in the Great Plains.  In one explorer’s opinion, the region was “uninhabitable by people depending on agriculture for their subsistence.”  In 1862, though, the government encouraged development of this land with the passage of the Homestead Act.  It granted 160 acres of land to settlers who agreed to farm.  The United States Department of Agriculture was created that same year to promote farming.  As agriculture thrived on the Great Plains, settlers gradually perceived that this region was not a wasteland but was the nation’s breadbasket.


Today, fewer than one quarter of Americans live in rural areas.  Still, farm exports bring in about $50 billion annually.  Other than Alaska, nearly half the land in the United States is used for raising crops or animals.  In Nebraska, farmland makes up more than 90 percent of the state’s total acreage—the highest percentage of farmland in the nation.
Clearing the Forests:  Forests are another of the United States’ rich resources.  They provide material for a startling array of products, including lumber for housing and furniture construction, paper, rayon, photographic film, artificial sponges, charcoal, methanol, medicinal chemicals, ample sugar, and even plastics.

The United States’ lumber industry, which sawed timber for barrel staves and board lumber and harvested trees to make ships’ masts, began in colonial New England.  After American independence, logging activity shifted to the South.  Because of the South’s mild climate, loggers could use rivers year-round to transport logs to the sawmills.  Logging in the Midwest was limited by the seasonal variations of the climate, yet the forests were quickly logged over in the late 1800s, and much of the land was converted to farmland.


By 1930, the forests of the East were depleted or converted to farmland, so the lumber industry moved west.  Nearly half of the nation’s lumber is now obtained west of the Rocky Mountains, primarily in California, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho.


Forests are a renewable resource, if managed carefully.  A better understanding of forest ecosystems is leading to better management of the nation’s timber.  Grazing laws, harvesting regulations, better logging practices, and reforestation programs are helping to conserve the nation’s forests.  Thousands of acres of forest have been set aside as national parks, protecting not only the trees themselves but also the valuable watersheds and fish and wildlife habitats they support.  Even so, only 5 percent of the nation’s virgin forest remains.

Finding Wealth Underground:  Beneath the lush forests and rich soils of the United States lies an abundance of mineral resources.  One of the country’s most abundant minerals is coal, a solid fossil fuel that is used as a source of energy for industry, transportation, and homes.  The United States produces about one fifth of the world’s supply of coal.

Oil and natural gas are other fossil fuels found in the United States.  They lie beneath the central and western plains, as well as in Alaska.  In recent years, Americans have become concerned over the fact that these fuels, as well as coal, are nonrenewable.  Because oil, natural gas, and coal are all extremely vital to the United States energy supply and economy, they require careful management.  The graph on page 144 shows the United States consumption of fossil fuels.


The United States produces very significant amounts of copper, gold, lead, titanium, uranium, zinc, and other non-fuel minerals.  A nation’s supply of minerals is important not only for trade, but for development of its industries as well.  Copper, for example, is used in building construction, electrical and electronic equipment, transportation, and consumer products.
Moving Resources, Goods, and People
The United States could not have turned its resources into wealth without the development of new technologies for transportation.  Improved transportation provided more and faster links that allowed producers to move raw materials to factories and finished goods from factories to consumers.
Travel Over Water:  In the 1800s, transportation was faster on water than on land.  But river travel was still a cumbersome process.  A keelboat could take as long as six weeks to float down the Mississippi and four months to make the return trip.  But the successful development of the steam engine changed all that.  Steam provided boats with the power to travel against both wind and current.  By the 1850s, steamboats were a common sight on rivers, streaming their way across a watery transportation network.  Steamboats also turned the Great Lakes into important transportation routes.

In the early 1800s, the United States also began building canals, or artificial waterways, to make even more places accessible by water.  The combination of canals and the steamboat made transportation of people and goods over water both speedy and cheap.
Movement Over Land:  Steam-powered railroads later replaced steamboats as the most efficient means of transporting goods.  A transcontinental railroad linking the east and west coasts of the country was completed in 1869.  By 1900, people and goods in nearly every settled part of the country were within reach of a railroad.  The network of railroads spurred economic growth.  

The invention of the automobile in the 1890s heralded the next revolution in transportation.  Meanwhile, the powerful new diesel engine was used to drive heavy-duty modes of transport, such as ships, trains, trucks, and tractors.  Individuals enjoyed the benefits of greater freedom of movement.  By the 1950s, as more and more people owned cars, the nation began building an interstate highway system—a network of roads that link major cities across the nation.
Communication Technology

The industrial and economic growth of the United States was also closely tied to improved communications.  In the early 1800s, communication required the transportation of people or paper, until Samuel F.B. Morse found a way to send messages by an electric current.  In 1837, Morse demonstrated the first successful telegraph.  A telegraph was capable of sending a coded message.  Patterns of long and short sounds—or printed dots and dashes—were converted by the receiving telegraph operator into corresponding letters of the alphabet.

Telegraph lines were commonly strung along railroad rights of way.  In exchange, telegraph offices provided free service to railroad companies.  With access to speedy communication, railroads were able to coordinate train schedules, locate trains, and establish standardized time.


By the 1860s, there were telegraph offices in every important city.  Newspapers talked about the “mystic band” that now held the nation together.  Telegraphs allowed Americans to transfer information in minutes instead of days.  American businesses could now communicate more efficiently with the people who supplied raw materials and parts for their machines, as well as with their customers.

New forms of communication were the center of attention at the nation’s centennial exposition in Philadelphia in 1876.  The star of the show was a small device invented that year by Alexander Graham Bell—the telephone.  By 1915, telephone wires connected people from coast to coast.  Well over 90 percent of United States households now have telephones.  Today, fiber optics, the conversion of electronic signals into light waves, is replacing the use of telephone wires.  People can now communicate at the speed of light.


Many people and businesses today are also communicating and exchanging information via an elaborate web of computer networks.  The Internet, telephone, satellite, and other forms of telecommunication, or communication by electronic means, are becoming increasingly important to doing business.

Respecting Individual Freedoms

The interaction between production, transportation, and communication has been vital to the economic success of the country.  So, too, has the political system of the United States.  The government that was established by the people in 1789 reflected one of the most important shared values in the United States—the belief in individual equality, opportunity, and freedom.  Important, too, was the belief that individuals acting in their own interest may also serve the interests of others.  These ideals are supported by an economic system based on capitalism, or free enterprise.  The system of free enterprise allows individuals to own, operate, and profit from their own businesses in an open, competitive market.

One of the notions behind free enterprise is that any hardworking individual—regardless of his or her wealth, cultural background, or religion—can find opportunity and success in the United States.  It was this belief that drew, and continues to draw, many immigrants to the country.  The people of the United States have long praised the quality of rugged individualism—the willingness of individuals to stand alone and struggle long and hard to survive and prosper, relying on their own personal resources, opinions, and beliefs.
2. A Nations of Cities
Main Idea:  The growth of cities is influenced by available transportation, economic opportunities, and people’s needs and wants..

As the economy of the United States grew, it also changed.  It began as an economy based primarily on local agriculture.  As the nation began to develop its other resources and make improvements in transportation and communication, its economic base shifted to industry and manufacturing.  

Most recently, service industries have begun to make up a larger share of the nation’s economy.  Service industries are businesses that are not directly related to manufacturing or gathering raw materials.  Health care, education, entertainment, banking, transportation, and government are all service industries.  


As these changes in the economy took place, life for men, women, and children in American villages and towns was transformed.  In fact, by 1890 some rural places were all but abandoned by people who had left for new jobs and homes in the country’s growing cities.  Cities became the centers of transportation and production in the new industrial economy.
Metropolitan Areas and Location
The United States, today, is largely a nation of city dwellers.  The country has more than 250 metropolitan areas.  A metropolitan area comprises a major city and its surrounding suburbs.  In some cases, a metropolitan area might also include nearby smaller communities.  For example, at one time Denver and Boulder, Colorado, were separated by open lands.  Today, smaller communities have grown up between them, making Boulder now part of Denver’s metropolitan area.  Why have some areas grown faster than others?  To quote an old saying, the value of a parcel of land is determined by three factors:  location, location, location.

The value of a city’s location, in turn, is affected by changes in transportation, changes in economic activities, and changes in popular preferences.  As the technology, economy, and culture of the United States changed, so did the circumstances of each village, town, and city within the nation.  
Transportation Affects Patterns of Settlement
For the first fifty years or so following American independence, sailing ships were the fastest and cheapest form of transportation.  Cities functioned largely as places to carry on trade between the United States and Europe.  All the major cities were busy Atlantic ports; some of the largest were Baltimore, Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.
Canals:  As the interior of the continent was developed, settlers came to rely on the country’s abundant rivers to transport their crops.  Many of the rivers the farmers used were tributaries of the Mississippi.  New Orleans, at the mouth of the Mississippi, flourished as a steady flow of trade goods from the Midwest filled its harbor and moved out into the world.

The people of many eastern cities realized that they, too, could benefit from more direct ties to the West.  In the early 1800s, the governor of New York, DeWitt Clinton, came up with a daring plan to dig a 363-mile canal from Lake Erie to the Hudson River.  Western crops could be floated east through the Great Lakes into the canal and down the Hudson River to New York City.  The Erie Canal provided the best connection between the east coast and settlements near the Great Lakes.  New cities were established on the shores of the Great Lakes and also along the Ohio, Mississippi, and Missouri rivers.  Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago soon rivaled the older cities of the East.  The success of the Erie Canal sparked a canal-building boom.  Before the end of the 1800s, a vast canal system, stretching for more than 4,000 miles linked the cities of the North and West.
Railroads:  The same benefits from trade that motivated the building of canals also motivated the construction of railroads.  The first successful railroads were built in the United States in 1830.  By 1840, there were more than 1,000 miles of railroad tracks.  The great wave of railroad building over the next fifty years united the nation.

Early railroad tracks, however, were laid out in short, unconnected lines, and most of them existed in the East.  Goods and passengers had to be moved to different cars on different lines, resulting in costly delays and inconvenience.  In 1862, Congress initiated a plan to build a single rail line connecting the East to the West.


The nation’s first transcontinental rail line was laid out on approximately the 42nd parallel, from Omaha to Sacramento.  Building such a line proved to be a geographical challenge.  Train tracks need to be level and relatively straight, rather than curved.  Yet, the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada formed huge geographical barriers.  Thousands of Chinese and European immigrant workers performed the dangerous and difficult work of laying the tracks.  By 1869, the continent’s first transcontinental railroad was complete.


After the end of the Civil War in 1865, railroads became the country’s most important form of transportation.  Cities along the railroads grew rapidly.  Chicago, located centrally between the coasts, had the best location on the railroad network, so it became the largest city in the Midwest.  New York City acquired so many people, businesses, and activities that it developed into the foremost metropolitan area in the United States.

Automobiles:  Until the invention of the automobile, efficient travel was limited to waterways and railroads.  The automobile gave Americans a new freedom; they could go anyplace where there were roads at any time they wished.  To meet the increasing demands for automobiles, auto manufacturers produced as many as 8 million new cars each year during the 1950s.  The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 provided $26 billion to build an interstate highway system more than 4,000 miles long.


The increased availability of automobiles and public transportation, such as trolleys and subways, made it possible for people to travel longer distances to work.  After World War II, may businesses and people moved from the cities to the suburbs—the mostly residential areas on the outer edges of a city.  Suburbs grew at the end of rail lines because land there was available and less expensive.  A 1952 advertisement for Park Forest, a town about 40 miles outside of Chicago, attracted newcomers with these words:  “Come out to Park Forest where small-town friendships grow—and you can still live so close to a big city.”  The scope of cities widened as suburbs grew.
The Impact of Migration on the Nation
All of these advances in transportation allowed people more freedom to select where their businesses would operate and where they would live.  Today, many people choose locations that they feel offer the best possible surroundings.  As a result, cities in the South and West, where winters are less severe than in the Northeast, have flourished.  Because of new industries along the Gulf coast as well as its cultural attractions, New Orleans has regained the importance it had lost when railroads replaced steamboat traffic.  At the same time, New York, Chicago, and other large centers have maintained their positions because they offer many jobs and varied activities.
Cities and Towns

Although today nearly 80 percent of all people in the United States live in metropolitan areas teeming with business and industry, about 20 percent continue to live in small towns and villages.  Regardless of how small or large each of these places is, they all play a specific role in the nation’s economy.

Interconnections:  The next time you are in a grocery store, find a can of peas or corn.  Your can of vegetables may list the name of a major city.  Obviously, the vegetables were not grown in that city, but the company that distributes the vegetables probably has its headquarters there.  


The whole process of getting the food from the farm to your table involves different levels of economic activity.  The primary economic activity is growing the vegetables on a farm.  The crop is then transported to a processing plant where it is canned—a secondary economic activity.  Transporting the cans from the processing plant to a warehouse is part of a tertiary activity.  Managers at the distribution center are involved in a quaternary economic activity when they decide how many cans will be stored in their warehouse.

One hundred years ago, vegetables probably would not have gone farther than the dinner table on the farm where they were grown.  Technological advances, however, allow consumers to find canned and fresh vegetables in cities many miles from the nearest fields.

Function and Size:  Geographers often talk about the nation’s urban places in terns of a hierarchy, or rank, according to their function.  Smaller places serve a limited area in limited ways, while larger cities provide other, wider-ranging functions.


Different terms describe urban places in each size category.  Large cities are called metropolises, and their hinterlands, or areas that they influence, are quite large.  For some activities, the hinterland may be the entire United States and much of the rest of the world.  For example, New York is the most important financial center in the Western Hemisphere.  Chicago is the nation’s leading agriculture market, where orders for millions of farm animals and billions of bushels of grain are made.  Los Angeles, California, is the world’s leading film-production center.


Cities like Atlanta, Denver, Minneapolis-St. Paul, and San Antonio are regional metropolises and have much smaller hinterlands.  But, like larger metropolises, they have advanced medical facilities, art galleries, major-league sports teams, and stores that sell expensive clothing and accessories.  People from both surrounding suburbs and cities often travel to metropolises to enjoy the many cultural and economic services that the metropolises provide.

Smaller cities like Des Moines, Nashville, and Lubbock have a more limited range of activities and smaller hinterlands.  These are places that usually have large shopping centers, daily newspapers, and computer software stores.


Some towns are small, and their service areas are quite limited.  Few people outside the immediate area are familiar with these places.  Such towns are home to automobile dealers, fast-food restaurants, and medium-sized supermarkets.  Villages often have only small grocery stores.  Post offices and video-rental stores may be present in some villages, but a general store often is the only business in the smallest hamlets.


Cities of similar size are not alike in all parts of the United States.  They have distinct characteristics based in part on regional differences.  In the next chapter, you will read about the nation’s four distinct regions.
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