
Landforms 
and Resources

Main Ideas
• The United States and Canada

have vast lands and abundant

resources.

• These two countries share

many of the same landforms.

Places & Terms
Appalachian Mountains

Great Plains

Canadian Shield

Rocky Mountains

Great Lakes

Mackenzie River

Connect to the Issues

urban sprawl Urban

development in the United

States is generally determined

by the location of landforms

and the abundance of natural

resources. 
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A HUMAN PERSPECTIVE The beauty and abundance of the land was a
source of wonder to early explorers of North America. One who traveled
the Atlantic coast referred to the “amazing extent of uncultivated land,
covered with forests, and intermixed with vast lakes and marshes.” A
17th–century French expedition described “a beautiful river, large,
broad, and deep” (the Mississippi). Still others found “an unbounded
prairie” (the Great Plains), “shining mountains” (the Rocky Mountains),
and “an infinite number of fish” (along the Pacific coast). To the conti-
nent’s first settlers, the land was “strong and it was beautiful all around,”
according to an old Native American song. 

Landscape Influenced Development 
The United States and Canada occupy the central and northern four-
fifths of the continent of North America. Culturally, the region is known
as Anglo America because both countries were colonies of Great Britain
at one time and because most of the people speak English. (The south-
ern one-fifth of the continent—Mexico—is part of Latin America.) The
two countries are bound together not only by physical geography and
cultural heritage, but also by strong economic and political ties. 

VAST LANDS The United States and Canada extend across North
America from the Atlantic Ocean on the east to the Pacific on the west,
and from the Arctic Ocean on the north to the Gulf of Mexico on the
south (only the United States). In total
area, each ranks among the largest
countries of the world. Canada ranks
second, behind Russia, and the United
States is third. Together, they fill one-
eighth of the land surface of the earth. 

ABUNDANT RESOURCES In addi-
tion to their huge landmass, the
United States and Canada are rich in
natural resources. They have fertile
soils, ample supplies of water, vast
forests, and large deposits of a variety
of minerals. This geographic richness
has for centuries attracted immigrants
from around the world and has
enabled both countries to develop into
global economic powers. 

LOCATION Pittsburgh,

Pennsylvania, is located

where the Allegheny and

Monongahela rivers meet

to form the Ohio River. 
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Great Regina Plain in Saskatchewan

Cypress Gardens in Florida

East Quoddy Head in New Brunswick

Landform Regions of the U.S. and Canada
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Many and Varied Landforms
All major types of landforms are found in the United States and
Canada. If you look at the map on the opposite page, you will see that
both countries share many of these landforms. The most prominent are
eastern and western mountain chains and enormous interior plains. 

THE EASTERN LOWLANDS A flat, coastal plain runs along the Atlantic
Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. One section, called the Atlantic Coastal
Plain, begins as narrow lowland in the northeastern United States and
widens as it extends southward into Florida. This area features many
excellent harbors. A broader section of the plain—the Gulf Coastal
Plain—stretches along the Gulf of Mexico from Florida into Texas. The
Mississippi River empties into the Gulf from this region.

Between these plains and the nearby Appalachian (A•puh•LAY•chun)
Highlands is a low plateau called the Piedmont (PEED•MAHNT). This
area of rolling hills contains many fast-flowing rivers and streams. 

THE APPALACHIAN HIGHLANDS West of the coastal plain are the
Appalachian highlands. The gently sloping Appalachian Mountains are
in this region. They are one of the two major mountain chains in the
United States and Canada. Both chains run north to south. The
Appalachian Mountains extend some 1,600 miles from Newfoundland
in Canada to Alabama. There are several mountain
ranges in the Appalachian system. Among them are the
Green and the Catskill mountains in the north and the
Blue Ridge and the Great Smoky mountains in the south.

Because the Appalachians are very old—more than 400
million years old—they have been eroded by the ele-
ments. Many peaks are only between 1,200 and 2,400 feet
high. The Appalachian Trail, a scenic hiking path 2,160
miles long, spans almost the entire length of the chain. 

THE INTERIOR LOWLANDS A huge expanse of mainly
level land covers the interior of North America. It was
flattened by huge glaciers thousands of years ago. The
terrain includes lowlands, rolling hills, thousands of lakes
and rivers, and some of the world’s most fertile soils.

The interior lowlands are divided into three subre-
gions: the Interior Plains, the Great Plains, and the
Canadian Shield. The Interior Plains spread out from the
Appalachians to about 300 miles west of the Mississippi
River. They gradually rise from a few hundred feet above
sea level to about 2,000 feet. To the west are the Great
Plains, a largely treeless area that continues the ascent to
about 4,000 feet. The Canadian Shield lies farther north.
This rocky, mainly flat area covers nearly 2 million square
miles around Hudson Bay. It averages 1,500 feet above sea
level but reaches over 5,000 feet in Labrador.

THE WESTERN MOUNTAINS, PLATEAUS, AND BASINS
West of the plains are the massive, rugged Rocky
Mountains, the other major mountain system of the
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Death Valley
Death Valley is hot—very, very hot.

Temperatures can top 130°F. Few

forms of life can survive its

intense heat for long periods.

Land features called Dead Man

Pass, Funeral Mountains, and

Starvation Canyon are reminders

of the danger.

Death Valley (shown below) is

located at the western edge of

the Great Basin in California. It 

is the hottest point in North

America. And at 282 feet below

sea level, it also is the lowest

point in the Western Hemisphere.

Background

The word piedmont
comes from pied,
meaning “foot,”

and mont, for

“mountain.” A

piedmont is found

at the foot of a

mountain chain.

Making
Comparisons

Which of the 

interior lowlands

has the highest

elevation?
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United States and Canada. The Rockies are a series of ranges that
extend about 3,000 miles from Alaska south to New Mexico. Because
they are relatively young—about 80 million years old—the Rockies
have not been eroded like the Appalachians. Many of their jagged,
snow-covered peaks are more than 12,000 feet high. The Continental
Divide is the line of highest points in the Rockies that marks the sepa-
ration between rivers flowing eastward and westward.

Between the Rockies and the Pacific Ocean is an area of mixed land-
forms. A series of ranges, including the Sierra Nevada and the Cascade
Range, run parallel to the Pacific coastline from California to Alaska.
North America’s highest peak—Mt. McKinley (also called by its Native
American name, Denali)—is in Alaska, towering 20,320 feet above sea
level. Major earthquakes occur near the Pacific ranges. Between these

Natural Resources of the U.S. and Canada
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Overfishing in the

Atlantic has led to

restrictions on the

number of fish that

legally can be caught.

The oldest coal mining

areas in the United

States are in the

Appalachians.

Making
Comparisons

How do the 

Rockies differ from

the Appalachians?

Alberta has huge

reserves of fossil fuels.

The Pacific Northwest 

is a major supplier of

timber in the United

States.

SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting Maps
REGION Where in the United States is petroleum found?

PLACE Which energy resource is more widespread in Canada

than in the United States?
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ranges and the Rockies are steep cliffs, deep canyons,
and lowland desert areas called basins. 

THE ISLANDS Canada’s northernmost lands are
islands riding the icy seas near the Arctic Circle. Three
of the islands—Ellesmere, Victoria, and Baffin—are
huge. In North America, only Greenland is larger. 

Two island chains created by volcanic activity are
part of the westernmost United States. The rugged,
treeless Aleutian Islands extend in an arc off the coast
of Alaska. The lush, tropical Hawaiian Islands, though
politically part of the United States, are not geograph-
ically part of North America. They lie in the central
Pacific, about 2,400 miles to the southwest.

Resources Shape Ways of Life
The landforms of the United States and Canada hold a
rich variety and abundance of natural resources. Both
countries are leading agricultural and industrial
nations because of this wealth of resources.

OCEANS AND WATERWAYS The United States and
Canada possess ample water resources. They are
bounded by three oceans—Atlantic, Pacific, and
Arctic. The United States is also bounded by the Gulf
of Mexico. As a result, both countries have important
shipping and fishing industries.

Inland, large rivers and lakes serve as sources of trans-
portation, hydroelectric power, irrigation, fresh water,
and fisheries. Eight of the world’s 15 largest lakes are
found in this region. Among these are the Great Lakes—
Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. As you
will see on page 129, these lakes and the St. Lawrence
River form one of the world’s major shipping routes. 

The continent’s longest and busiest river system is
the Mississippi-Missouri-Ohio. The Mississippi River
runs almost the north-south length of the United
States, from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico. (See
map at right.) The Mississippi’s main tributaries, the
Ohio and Missouri rivers, are major rivers in their own
right. Canada’s longest river is the Mackenzie River,
which is part of a river system that flows across the
Northwest Territories to the Arctic Ocean.

LAND AND FORESTS One of the richest natural
resources of the United States and Canada is the land
itself. Both countries are large and contain some of the
most fertile soils in the world. In fact, the land is so pro-
ductive that North America is the world’s leading food
exporter. Much of this agricultural land is found in the
plains regions and in river valleys.

The Mississippi River

The Mississippi

begins its 2,357-mile

journey southward

in Lake Itasca,

Minnesota.

About 500 million tons

of freight, including

grain, are carried on

the river each year. 

Ocean-going ships

can only navigate

the Mississippi to

Baton Rouge—80

miles north of New

Orleans—because

of low water.

Using the Atlas
Use the map 

on page 103. Find

the Mackenzie

River. Into which

body of water

does it empty?

SKILLBUILDER: Interpreting
Maps

LOCATION What states have the

Mississippi River for at least part of

their border?

MOVEMENT What rivers empty into

the Mississippi?
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The United States and Canada also
have huge forests. About one-half of
Canada is covered by woodlands, as 
is one-third of the United States.
Canada’s forests cover more land than
those of the United States, but the
United States has more kinds of trees
because of its more varied climate.
Both countries are major producers of
lumber and forest products. 

MINERALS AND FOSSIL FUELS As
you saw on the map on page 120, the
United States and Canada have large
quantities and varieties of minerals
and fossil fuels. These resources gave

both countries the means to industrialize rapidly.
Valuable deposits of iron ore, nickel, copper, gold, and uranium are

found in the Canadian Shield. Scattered among the western mountains
are gold, silver, copper, and uranium. Both countries also have substantial
deposits of coal, natural gas, and oil, and well-developed networks for dis-
tributing these energy-producing fossil fuels. Important coal-producing
areas are the Appalachian highlands and the northern Great Plains.
Significant deposits of oil and natural gas are found in the Great Plains,
Alaska, and along the Gulf of Mexico.

The United States is the world’s biggest consumer of energy
resources. Its need for these fuels is so great that it is a major importer.
In fact, most of Canada’s energy exports go to its neighbor to the south. 

In the next section, you will read how some landforms of the United
States and Canada have affected climate and vegetation patterns.

Places & Terms
Identify and explain

where in the region

these would be found.

• Appalachian

Mountains

• Great Plains

• Canadian Shield

• Rocky Mountains

• Great Lakes

Taking Notes 
LOCATION Review the notes you

took for this section. 

• What is the relative location of

the Great Lakes?

• What is the relative location of

most of Canada’s islands?

Landforms

Resources

Main Ideas 
a. What landforms are

shared by the United

States and Canada?

b. Why are the Great Lakes

important to both the

United States and Canada?

c. Why do most of Canada’s

energy exports go to the

United States?

Geographic Thinking
Making Generalizations
What makes the United

States and Canada leading

industrial nations? Think
about:

• available resources

• oceans and waterways

See Skillbuilder
Handbook, page R6.

EXPLORING LOCAL GEOGRAPHY Using the maps on pages 103 and 118, identify the

landforms located in your state. Then draw a sketch map of your state showing the major

landforms and water bodies.

REGION This West

Virginia coal mine is

in one of the world’s

most important coal-

producing regions—the

Appalachian highlands.

What other region in
North America is an
important coal
producer? 

Seeing Patterns
Why are oil 

and natural 

gas important 

to highly-

industrialized

nations?
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