Ch. 7:  Regions of the United States 


1. The Northeast
Main Idea: Over time, the Northeast has developed into a major commercial center of the world.

People define regions in order to identify places that have similar characteristics or close connections.  As you read in Chapter 1, there are many ways to define the regions of the United States:  historically; by the ways people live, work, and play in them; or by their political orientation. Landforms, climate, and vegetation all suggest different boundaries for North America’s physical regions.  The economic activity and population density maps suggest other divisions, based on human characteristics.

We will be looking to the United States government for regional classifications.  The government, for the purpose of collecting statistics, divides the country into four major regions:  the Northeast, South, Midwest, and West.  The government’s definition of these regions is based on a combination of physical, economic, cultural, and historical factors, many of which you will read about in this chapter.
Physical Characteristics of the Northeast
The New England region includes six states that are located in the northeastern part of the United States.  The region is known for its beautiful landscape.  Ogden Tanner, a writer whose ancestors settled in New England, once wrote:
“I think if I had to show someone New England only at one instant, in one time and place, it would have to be this:  from a canoe suspended on a silver river, surrounded by the great, silent autumnal explosion of the trees.  On the hills the evergreens stand unchanging…Scattered in abstract patterns through their ranks, the deciduous trees…produce the glorious golds, oranges, reds, and purples.”

This brilliance is a result of the geography and climate of the region.  The unique combination of precipitation, type of soil, and varieties of trees that thrive in the region give New England its breathtaking fall colors.  But, the Northeast has far more to offer than magnificent forests.


A visitor wanting a broad view of the Northeast might head for the craggy coast of Maine, New York’s spectacular Niagara Falls, or the rolling farmlands of Pennsylvania.  Every year millions of tourists flock to the Northeast just to explore its world-famous cities.  New York is considered by many to be the cultural center of the nation, whereas Boston and Philadelphia offer visitors a view into the nation’s history.
Natural Resources of the Northeast
Compared with other regions of the United States, the Northeast has few natural resources.  The region’s thin, rocky soils and steep hills are a challenge to the area’s farmers.  The northern reaches of the Appalachian Mountains make some parts of the Northeast quite rugged.  Apart from the coal-rich area of Pennsylvania, the region has few mineral resources.  But the Northeast has one major resource that has turned it into a center of trade, commerce, and industry—its waters.

Since colonial times, people of the Northeast have engaged in commerce and fishing.  The region’s rocky and jagged shoreline provides many excellent harbors.  Throughout the 1700s and 1800s, these natural harbors were used by merchant ships sailing to and from other regions of the world.  Plentiful fish in the Grand Banks in the North Atlantic supported a thriving fishing industry.

A Leader in Industry
The Northeast’s many rivers, including the Connecticut and the Hudson, have been vital to its history.  The same hills that discouraged farming aided industrialists in the nineteenth century.  The abundant precipitation, about 35 to 50 inches annually, combined with the hilly terrain, keeps the rivers of the regions flowing swiftly.  Industrialists harnessed the power of these rivers by building water wheels, which converted water power into machine power.

Throughout the 1800s—especially in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire—factories were built at waterfalls along the region’s many rivers.  The factories produced shoes, cotton cloth, and other goods that were sold across the United States and shipped to markets around the world.  The region’s river valleys served as trade routes, railroad routes, and later as modern highway routes for the Northeast.  By the early 1900s, the Northeast was the most productive manufacturing region in the world.

The Megalopolis
Cities along the Atlantic coast first grew in importance as harbors of international trade and as centers of shipbuilding.  As manufacturing grew, those cities attracted industries that needed a large supply of workers.  Decade after decade, new industries developed—and the Northeast’s cities grew in population.  Young people from the Northeastern countryside flocked to the factory towns to take industrial jobs.

Europeans were also attracted by the job opportunities in cities of the Northeast.  In 1840, about 80,000 Europeans immigrated to the United States; by 1850 the number jumped to 308,000.  Many came to escape political oppression and economic hardships.  Today, many people in the Northeast are descendants of these earlier immigrants who came by sea.

Over time, coastal cities began to spread and run together.  The far suburbs of one city in some cases stretched to the suburbs of the next.  By the 1960s, the area from Boston to Washington, D.C., had earned a new name:  megalopolis (mehg uh LAH puh lis), a word based on Greek roots meaning “a very large city.”  About 40 million people now live in this megalopolis—one seventh of the entire United States population.


While the east coast megalopolis remains one of the dominant centers of American business and industry, it faces serious problems, too.  After decades of steady expansion, its inhabitants now have serious concerns that the area might run short of water or of facilities for waste disposal.


Another problem facing some cities in the Northeast is the decline in population.  Between 1970 and 2000, for example, the population of Philadelphia decreased by over 500,000, and it continues to decline.  As a result, the government of Philadelphia collects higher taxes from fewer residents and businesses.  The city often has to collect money from other sources to pay for basic services, such as street repairs and police protection.


Yet, the Northeast remains a vital area.  New York City is the business capital of the world.  Businesses and industries, particularly those that need to be near large numbers of consumers, continue to locate in the Northeast.  Incentives, such as tax breaks, have led to the creation of new jobs.  Many of these jobs have been in technical and computer-related fields.  The natural beauty of less crowded parts of the region also attracts people.
2. The South
Main Idea:  The warm climate and abundant natural resources of the South continue to attract people and industry.

Many Americans think of the South as the old Confederacy.  In 1860 and 1861, eleven states ranging from Texas to Virginia withdrew from the United States because of conflicts over economic and moral issues, including tariffs and, especially, slaver.  These states formed the Confederate States of America.  Between 1861 and 1865, however, United States military forces from the Northeast and Midwest fought a bloody war with the Confederacy—the Civil War, also known as the War Between the States.  At the war’s end, slavery was abolished and the South was drawn back into the Union.

The South, as we define it, does include the states of the old Confederacy, plus five others—Oklahoma, Kentucky, West Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware—as well as the District of Columbia.  Together they make up a region rich in resources and culture that has become an increasingly popular place in which to live and work.


As a region, the South stands out from the rest of the country because of its humid, subtropical climate and the lush, mixed forests that are common to most of its areas.


American naturalist, explorer, and writer John Muir captured the essence of the climate and vegetation of the South in a diary he kept while on a trek through the region in 1867.  Along the Savannah River in Georgia he saw magnificent, plumed grasses and “rich, dense, vine-clad forests.”  Commenting on a mysterious cypress swamp, he wrote:
“This remarkable tree, called cypress, grows large and high… The groves and thickets of smaller trees are full of blooming evergreen vines.  These vines are arranged…in bossy walls and heavy, mound-like heaps and banks.  Am made to feel that I am now in a strange land.”

Linking Climate to Vegetation
The South’s location closer to the Equator makes it warmer than other regions in the United States farther north.  In addition, weather systems moving north from the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea bring ample precipitation to most of the region.  The coastal areas of Louisiana and Mississippi can receive over 60 inches of precipitation annually.  Parts of Florida receive an average of 55 inches of rain per year.

The warm, wet climate produces thick, mixed forests of pine and other trees, or marshy stands of mangrove trees.  Mangroves are tropical trees that grow in swampy ground along coastal areas.  Other vegetation regions unique to the South include the marshy inlets of lakes and rivers of Louisiana called bayous (BY oos).  In Florida, the Everglades—a large area of swampland covered in places with tall grass—provide a refuge for a wide variety of birds and animals.


In general, the farther west one moves within the South, the less the average annual precipitation.  Oklahoma and western Texas have a warm, semiarid climate.  Parts of Oklahoma average 30 inches of rain per year; El Paso, Texas, only 8 inches.  Such a climate supports the temperate grasslands known as prairies.
Linking Climate, History, and Agriculture
The South’s wide variety of plant and animal life is due not only to the subtropical climate of most of the region, but also to the rich soils of the wide coastal plains.  People have taken advantage of these fertile soils for hundreds of years.  Native American groups, such as the Natchez, Creek, and Cherokee, grew maize, melons, squash, beans, tobacco, and other crops.  Later, by the mid-1500s, Europeans also began to settle in the South.  The first permanent European settlements in the present-day United States were located in the South.

As word spread about the South’s rich soils and long growing season, more and more Europeans migrated to the region.  Some built huge plantations and used enslaved people from Africa and the West Indies to do the work of raising tobacco, rice, or cotton.  Today, farming remains important to the South’s economy.


Despite its mostly fertile soil and mild climate, parts of the South have large areas where people live in bleak poverty.  For example, a rural area in the Appalachian Mountains, called Appalachia, is one of the poorest areas in the United States.  Its rocky soil and steep slopes make it an unproductive site for farming.  Little industry has located in the area.
Linking Resources to Industry
The traditional image of the South has been of a rural region, largely dependent on agriculture.  But the South has long had a number of important industries, too.

In the 1840s, entrepreneurs built textile mills powered by the fast-moving streams of the Piedmont section of the Carolinas.  These mills were built on the fall line.  The fall line is an imaginary line between the Appalachian Mountains and the Atlantic coastal plain.  It is the place where rivers and streams form waterfalls and rapids as they descend from plateau to coastal plain.  Many cities sprang up along the waterfalls on the fall line in both the Northeast and the South.  Textile mils were built close to farms that grew cotton.  Even today, textile mills in the Carolinas produce a variety of fabrics.


The oil industry in the South began in eastern Texas in 1901.  Some of the United States’ largest oil reserves are located in this region.   By the 1960s and 1970s, that industry was bringing great wealth to the region.  A sharp decline in oil prices in the 1980s brought some economic hardship to the oil-producing states of Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana, but it also encouraged diversification.

The Gulf Coast has responded to the challenge.  A large band of manufacturing borders the Gulf of Mexico.  Available raw materials, sources of energy, and access to ocean ports have been key factors in the economic development of the region.  The petrochemical industry is a leading source of industrial income.  Texas has become one of the leading national producers of synthetic rubber, a petrochemical product.
A Changing Region
Until only recently, people often thought of the South as a slow-moving, slow-changing region.  In the last few decades, that image has been shattered.  As Joel Garreau, an author and editor, observed of the South, “Change has become [the South’s] most identifiable characteristic.”
Continued Growth of Industry:  Not all industry was related to agriculture or the landscape.  In the 1950s, both large and small industries began taking root in the South.  Some were brand-new, like the space industry that developed in the 1960s in Florida, Alabama, and Texas.  But many industries were not new; they simply moved south from northern cities.  Within several years, this migration of business became a steady wave.

The South attracted businesses for a number of reasons.  Southern industrial plants often were newer, in better condition, and more efficient than those in the Northeast.  New factories could be built on land that was cheaper than land in the megalopolis of the Northeast.  Because labor unions were much less common in the South, labor costs were usually lower.

The Sunbelt:  Looking for job opportunities, thousands of people moved to the South.  But business growth is not the only reason why the region has thrived.  Thanks to the South’s mild climate, it has grown enormously as a retirement and tourism center.  Beaches along the Gulf of Mexico and the southern Atlantic provide welcome relief from northern winters.  In fact, the band of southern states from the Carolinas to southern California became known as the Sunbelt.  The Sunbelt region actually overlaps two regions—the South and the West.
Southern Population

During the 1970s the South’s population increased in number more than that of any other region of the country—an approximate increase of 7 million, or about 20 percent.  By 1990, three of the largest cities in the nation were located in the South—Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio.  By 1995, Texas was second only to California as the most populous state in the United States.

A Varied Population:  Today, the South has a diverse population.  Over half of the nation’s African American population lives in the South.  The direction of African American migration is away from the industrial Northeast to southern cities.  This reverses a century-long trend begun after the Civil War, during which thousands of African Americans migrated to the Northeast from the South in search of jobs.


Another large segment of the southern population is the hundreds of thousands of Hispanics who have moved there from Mexico and other Latin American countries.  San Antonio, Texas, is one of the nation’s largest cities, and one of the first major cities in the United States to have a Hispanic majority in its population.


Another large Hispanic group lives in southern Florida—the Cubans.  Many Cubans have settled in the Miami area since 1960, after the Communist takeover of their homeland.  One area of Miami is populated by a Cuban majority.  Called Little Havana, it is the part of the city where Cuban restaurants and Spanish-language television and radio stations reflect Cuban heritage.


Many white Southerners have ancestors who came from England, Scotland, or Ireland.  In Louisiana, many boast of French ancestry.  The French settled the area in colonial times and have made a lasting imprint on the region’s culture.  New Orleans, for example, is famous for its French cuisine.

Major Cities:  The South is home to many important cities.  New Orleans is a major trading center near the mouth of the Mississippi River.  Miami is the United States gateway to the Caribbean and South America.  Atlanta, Georgia, once a major railroad center, is now a major airline hub, and its cable television stations are watched by people around the world.

Houston, Texas, is a large industrial and trading center.  Much of the nation’s space exploration is managed at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), which is located there.  Houston is also a center for the oil and banking industries.  Fort Worth, about a four-hour drive north from Houston, is the heart of the Texas cattle industry, while Dallas is a business and electronics center.


The city of Washington is not located in any state, but rather in the District of Columbia.  This district was carved from the states of Maryland and Virginia when it was chosen as the site for the nation’s capital in 1790.  Located on the shore of the Potomac River, Washington, D.C., was the first planned city in the nation.  Because of its wide avenues, public buildings, and dramatic monuments, many people consider Washington to be one of the most beautiful cities in the world.  As the nation’s capital, it is home to the nation’s leaders and to hundreds of foreign diplomats.

3. The Midwest

Main Idea:  Agriculture, manufacturing, and transportation form the backbone of the Midwestern economy


What do you think of when you hear the term Midwest?  The lush, wooded hills of the Ozarks in Missouri?  The barren, eroded Badlands of South Dakota?  The vast, blue-green Great Lakes?  Or the acres of steel mills in the industrialized area around Gary, Indiana?

An Agricultural Economy

Most of the Midwest is relatively flat, and its soil is fertile.  Long ago, melting glaciers deposited mineral-rich materials there that promote plant growth.  In an ongoing soil-building process, the plants and animals that live in the soil die and decay.  The dark-colored organic material that results is called humus.  Humus combines with particles of weathered bedrock to help build more soil.


The Midwestern climate, which has promoted soil building, also favors agriculture.  Although winters can be very cold, summers are usually long and hot.  Most places receive at least 20 inches of precipitation annually.

Regional Variations:  Within the broad expanse of the Midwest are variations in climate and soil that affect farming.  For example, eastern Ohio gets twice as much precipitation annually as central South Dakota.  In southern Kansas, the growing season—the average number of days between the last frost of spring and the first frost of fall—is more than 200 days long.  Near the Canadian border, the growing season is less than 120 days long.


In the warmer, wetter parts of Illinois, Indiana, and Iowa, corn and soybeans are the major crops.  These states are also among the nation’s leading producers of livestock, especially hogs.  In the drier Great Plains states to the west, farmers are more likely to grow grains such as wheat or oats or sunflowers, which are a source of cooking oil.  Along the northern margins of the region in states such as Wisconsin, cooler conditions and poorer soils favor the growth of hay and the raising of dairy cattle.

The Nation’s Breadbasket:  Thanks to favorable natural conditions, Midwestern farms are among the most productive in the world.  In recent years, Iowa produced more corn, soybeans, and hogs than any other state in the nation.  High wheat output has earned the Midwest the nickname “the nation’s breadbasket.”

Midwestern productivity is one factor responsible for the average American’s being well fed.  This remarkable productivity also allows the United States to export sizable amounts of its produce to other countries.  Without the agricultural output of the farms of the Midwest region, the United States would be far less affluent.

The Changing Face of American Farms

In years past, American farms were mostly modest family enterprises.  Single families usually ran them.  People worked long days of hard physical labor.  Few such farms remain in America.  Today farming has become big business, involving fewer people and more machinery.

Farming Technology:  By the 1800s, farmers had the ability to grow huge crops of grain, but had no way to harvest it quickly.  In 1834, Cyrus McCormick patented a mechanical reaper, which revolutioned farming.  Cyrus McCormick’s reaper allowed farmers to harvest vast amounts of wheat in much less time than it took by and.  As more and more farm tasks were mechanized, farmers could produce more crops than ever before and with fewer workers.  The number of farms has decreased year after year.  Push-and-pull migration factors have played a role in reducing the number of workers on farms.  Lower incomes have pushed people off the farm as higher-paid jobs have attracted them to cities.


Despite the drop in the number of farms, farm size and output have increased dramatically.  Large commercial farms use machinery, technology, and research to keep ahead.

Linking Farms to Cities:  Agriculture dominates the economy, even in many Midwestern towns and cities.  Business activities center on dairies or on grain elevators—tall buildings equipped with machinery for loading, cleaning, mixing, and storing grain.


Large Midwestern cities, too, are closely linked to the countryside.  Some of tallest office buildings in Minneapolis, Kansas City, and Omaha are homes to companies whose names appear on flour bags and feed sacks.  Radio stations broadcast frequent reports from the Chicago Mercantile Exchange and the Chicago Board of Trade.  The Mercantile Exchange is the world’s busiest market for eggs, hogs, cattle, and other farm products; the Board of Trade is the largest grain exchange—a place where buyers and sellers deal for grain.

Linking Industries to Resources

Partly because of its rich supply of natural resources, the Midwest’s cities are also home to much heavy manufacturing.  Minnesota leads the states in iron ore production.  Sizable coal deposits are found in Indiana and Illinois.  Easy access to these minerals spurred the development of steel mills in northwestern Indiana and in Ohio.  The automobile industry grew up in the Detroit area in part because of the city’s location near these steel-making centers.
Linking Transportation and Industry

Many Midwestern cities, such as Cleveland, Chicago, Minneapolis, St. Louis, Detroit, and Omaha, are located on the shores of the Great Lakes or along major rivers.  Water transportation aided the growth of heavy industries, such as the manufacture of automobiles and machinery.  Over 400 million tons of goods travel through the Mississippi River System each year.


With the growth of the United States’ railway system, thousands of railroad cars were pulling into Chicago every year.  Freight cars brought millions of bushels of grain and head of livestock from farms farther west.  In Chicago, the grain was processed and the livestock slaughtered.  The meat and grain were then shipped eastward by railroad.

4. The West

Main Idea:  The availability and distribution of natural resources affect where people live and work in the West.

A breathtaking natural landscape—this is the most memorable feature of much of the West.  Towering snow-capped peaks rise throughout the Rocky Mountains.  Rivers have carved spectacular canyons.  Broad plains sweep on for hundreds of miles.  Massive glaciers loom over icy Alaskan waters, while smoking volcanoes frequently spill red-hot lava over the Hawaiian land.  The landscape of the West is varied and magnificent, but the physical characteristic that most affects the region is water.

Available Water

The abundance or scarcity of water is the major factor shaping the West’s natural vegetation, economic activity, and population density.  Looking at a climate map you will notice that most of the West has a semiarid or arid climate.  San Diego, California, averages 9 inches of rain per year; Reno, Nevada, gets only 7 inches.  In dry areas such as these, the natural vegetation consists of short grasses, hardy shrubs, sagebrush, and cactus.


In contrast, the western side of the cordillera generally receives adequate rainfall and contains rich deciduous and coniferous forests at lower elevations.  In Seattle, Washington, for example, rainfall averages 39 inches per year.  In the coastal region of northern California, forests of giant redwood trees thrive.

Hawaii and Alaska, the nation’s two remote states, offer another contrast.  Much of Hawaii has a wet tropical climate and dense tropical rain forest vegetation.  A world apart is northern Alaska’s tundra—a dry, treeless plain that sprouts grasses and mosses only in summer, when the top layer of soil thaws.

Natural Resources and the Economy

Beneath the jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada lies an immense storehouse of minerals—gold, silver, uranium, and other metals.  When gold and silver deposits were discovered in the mid-1800s, fortune-seeking prospectors and settlers swarmed into the area.  Few individuals struck it rich in these gold rushes.  Most of the region’s wealth was deep underground, out of reach of the average prospector.  More successful were the huge mining companies that had the equipment and resources to reach deep into the earth for not only gold and silver, but minerals such as copper and tin, as well.

Still, rumors of great strikes and dreams of wealth kept drawing people into the region.  Along with the prospectors came enterprising people who set up business to provide goods and services to the miners.  The population of the West grew rapidly.


Deeper still within their rugged surface, Western lands also contain valuable deposits of natural gas and oil.  The discovery of a major oil field near Prudhoe Bay, Alaska, in the 1960s led to the transformation of that state’s economy.  The Trans-Alaska Pipeline carries crude oil, which is oil that has not been processed, across the tundra south to Alaska’s Prince William Sound.


The natural resources of the West also support two other important economic activities—forestry and commercial fishing.  Nearly half of the nation’s lumber is taken from the forests of the Pacific Northwest.  The billions of tons of fish caught in the waters off Alaska, Hawaii, and other Pacific Coast states bring in billions of dollars annually from throughout the world.

The Growth of Western Cities

The completion of the first transcontinental railroad in 1869 spurred the growth of towns and cities along the ribbon of silvery track.  In the 1880s, the railroads lowered the fare between the Midwest and Los Angeles to only one dollar.  Thousands jumped at the opportunity to move out West.  Because of the harsh landscape and climate, relatively few people settled in the region’s countryside.  Even today, a higher percentage of the West’s population prefer to live in cities.


Anchoring the southwest corner of the continental United States is the nation’s second-largest city, Los Angeles, California.  It began as a cattle town, providing beef for prospectors in San Francisco during the Gold Rush.  By the 1920s, the city was attracting new residents with the development of the military and civil aircraft industry and the motion picture industry.


To support its growing population, Los Angeles has to obtain huge amounts of water via aqueducts—large pipes that carry water over long distances.  The California Aqueduct, completed in 1973, brings water from California’s Sacramento Valley, 685 miles farther north.  Severe droughts, such as the one that lasted from 1987 to 1992, have prompted increased spending for recycling and conservation.

Conquering Western Distances

The two outlying states of the western region, Alaska and Hawaii, face challenges in surmounting distances.

Alaska:  Alaska is the largest state, but it is one of the least populated.  Fewer than 630,000 people live in an area that is more than three times larger than all of the Northeast.  Very few roads pass through the rugged mountains, the Alaska Range and the Brooks Range, which cover much of Alaska.  Juneau, the state capital, can b e reached only by boat or airplane.  Even Anchorage, a city with more than 250,000 residents, has only two roads leading out of town.

Hawaii:  The state of Hawaii is made up of eight main islands and more than 100 smaller islands in the central Pacific Ocean.  The islands of Hawaii are located more than 2,000 miles from the United States mainland.  It was Hawaii’s distant location, however, that first drew the attention of the United States government.  


In the late nineteenth century, when the United States established trading relationships with China and Japan, it sought to control islands that it could use as refueling stations for its naval vessels.  In 1898, the United States annexed Hawaii, and in 1959 Hawaii became the 50th state.


Today, technological improvements have shortened the distance between Hawaii and the rest of the nation.  Jet travel has made Hawaii popular with tourists from North America and Asia.  With the development of communications satellites and the Internet, Hawaiians no longer have to rely on radios for news from the mainland and around the world.
PAGE  
10

