
where is the continental divide in the united
states
The continental divide in the United States is a significant geographical feature that plays a
crucial role in the hydrology of North America. It is not merely a line on a map; it represents the
boundary that separates the watersheds draining into the Pacific Ocean from those flowing into the
Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. This article will explore the location, significance, and various
facets of the continental divide, providing a comprehensive understanding of this essential natural
landmark.

What is the Continental Divide?

The continental divide, often referred to as the Great Divide, is a natural boundary formed
predominantly by mountain ranges. It begins at the northernmost point in the United States and
extends southward through the Rocky Mountains. Water that flows west of the divide eventually
makes its way to the Pacific Ocean, while water flowing east will find its way to the Atlantic Ocean or
the Gulf of Mexico.

Where is the Continental Divide in the United States?

The continental divide runs through several states, following the crest of the Rocky Mountains. Here’s
a breakdown of its path:

Montana: The divide begins in Glacier National Park, where it is marked by stunning peaks and
glacial lakes.

Idaho: It continues south into Idaho, where the divide traverses through the Bitterroot Range.

Wyoming: The divide crosses through Wyoming, passing directly through Yellowstone National
Park.

Colorado: In Colorado, the divide is particularly prominent, following the crest of the Rocky
Mountains.

New Mexico: The divide continues into New Mexico, where it eventually heads into the
southern United States.

Canada: Although this article focuses on the U.S. path, the continental divide extends north
into Canada and south into Mexico.



Key Locations Along the Continental Divide

Several notable locations and landmarks are situated along the continental divide, making it a popular
destination for outdoor enthusiasts and tourists. Some key points include:

Grinnell Glacier: Located in Glacier National Park, this glacier is a popular hiking destination1.
with breathtaking views.

Continental Divide Trail: This trail spans approximately 3,100 miles from the Canadian2.
border to the Mexican border, offering hikers a unique experience along the divide.

Old Faithful Geyser: Situated in Yellowstone National Park, this famous geyser is located near3.
the continental divide.

Wolf Creek Pass: Located in Colorado, this mountain pass is part of the continental divide and4.
offers stunning panoramic views.

Capulin Volcano: This extinct volcano in New Mexico is near the continental divide and offers5.
unique geological features.

Significance of the Continental Divide

The continental divide holds immense ecological and hydrological significance. Here are some key
aspects to consider:

Hydrological Impact

The split created by the continental divide plays a vital role in determining the flow of rivers and
streams across North America. The watersheds on either side of the divide are distinct and have
different drainage patterns. For instance, rivers flowing into the Pacific Ocean, such as the Columbia
River, have different characteristics compared to those flowing into the Atlantic, like the Missouri
River.

Ecological Importance

The areas surrounding the continental divide are rich in biodiversity due to varying climates and
elevations. This variation creates unique habitats for a wide range of flora and fauna. For instance, the
west side of the divide generally receives more precipitation and has lush forests, while the east side
features drier landscapes. This ecological diversity is essential for conservation efforts and
biodiversity.



Cultural and Historical Significance

The continental divide has played a crucial role in the history of exploration and settlement in the
United States. Many early explorers, including Lewis and Clark, navigated these mountains, marking
the divide as a significant geographical feature in their journals. Moreover, the divide has served as a
natural barrier that influenced migration patterns, trade routes, and the development of towns and
cities.

Recreation and Tourism

The continental divide is a prime location for outdoor activities, attracting millions of tourists each
year. Here are some popular recreational activities associated with the divide:

Hiking: The Continental Divide Trail is a favorite among long-distance hikers, providing
challenging terrain and breathtaking vistas.

Camping: Numerous campgrounds are situated along the divide, offering a chance to
experience the natural beauty of the Rockies.

Skiing: Several ski resorts near the continental divide attract winter sports enthusiasts.

Wildlife Watching: The diverse ecosystems around the divide provide ample opportunities for
observing wildlife, including elk, bears, and various bird species.

Challenges and Conservation Efforts

While the continental divide is a beautiful and ecologically significant area, it faces challenges from
environmental changes, such as climate change, invasive species, and human activity. Several
conservation efforts are underway to protect this vital region. Key initiatives include:

Protected Areas

Many sections of the continental divide are located within national parks and wilderness areas, which
help preserve their natural state. For example, Glacier National Park and Yellowstone National Park
are protected areas that ensure the conservation of biodiversity and natural landscapes.

Wildlife Corridors

Efforts are being made to establish wildlife corridors to facilitate animal movement between habitats



fragmented by roads and development. These corridors are crucial for maintaining healthy
ecosystems and ensuring genetic diversity among wildlife populations.

Education and Awareness

Educational programs and initiatives aim to raise awareness about the importance of the continental
divide and its ecosystems. By engaging local communities and visitors, these programs seek to foster
a sense of stewardship and responsibility for preserving this unique natural resource.

Conclusion

The continental divide in the United States is not just a line across a map; it is a vital geographical
and ecological feature that influences hydrology, biodiversity, and human history. Spanning several
states, the divide offers diverse recreational opportunities and serves as a critical natural barrier. As
we continue to explore and enjoy this magnificent region, it is essential to recognize the challenges it
faces and engage in efforts to protect and preserve its unique ecosystems for future generations.
Whether you are hiking along the Continental Divide Trail or simply admiring the views from a
mountain pass, the continental divide remains a testament to the beauty and complexity of our
natural world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Continental Divide in the United States?
The Continental Divide is a natural boundary that separates the watersheds that drain into the Pacific
Ocean from those that drain into the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico.

Where does the Continental Divide start and end?
The Continental Divide starts in Alaska and runs through Canada and the United States, ending in
New Mexico.

Which states does the Continental Divide pass through?
The Continental Divide passes through Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico.

What is the highest point on the Continental Divide in the
U.S.?
The highest point on the Continental Divide in the U.S. is Grays Peak in Colorado, which stands at
14,278 feet.



Why is the Continental Divide important?
The Continental Divide is important because it influences the flow of rivers and streams, affecting
ecosystems, water resources, and weather patterns.

Can you hike along the Continental Divide?
Yes, there is a long-distance hiking trail called the Continental Divide Trail that follows the divide from
Canada to Mexico.

What are some notable features along the Continental Divide?
Notable features along the Continental Divide include Glacier National Park in Montana, Rocky
Mountain National Park in Colorado, and the San Juan Mountains in New Mexico.

How does the Continental Divide affect climate?
The Continental Divide affects climate by creating rain shadows, where one side of the divide receives
more precipitation than the other, influencing local weather patterns.

Is the Continental Divide the same as the Great Divide?
Yes, the Continental Divide is also known as the Great Divide, and both terms refer to the same
geographical feature.

Are there any towns located near the Continental Divide?
Yes, towns like Leadville and Breckenridge in Colorado are located near the Continental Divide and
serve as gateways for outdoor activities.
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