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Science Shorts –8 
A Highway in the Atlantic Ocean 

 
 Did you know that a river runs in the Atlantic Ocean?  Actually, it’s a 
long, powerful ocean current called the Gulf Stream.  Its water flows 
along the coasts of North America and Europe. 
 The ocean has many currents.  Some currents flow east to west.  
Others go south to north.  Still others move up and down between the 
surface and the depths.  The Gulf Stream is 
a wide rive of warm water.  It comes from 
the Equator and heads north.  Flowing about 
4 miles per hour (6.5kph), it follows the East 
Coast of the U.S.  Near Cape Cod, 
Massachusetts, the current turns to the right 
and crosses the ocean.  Then it splits.  Some 
of the water goes south past Spain and 
Africa.  The rest of the water flows along 
the coast of Great Britain and Ireland. 

The Gulf Stream’s warm water heats the air above it.  Parts of Ireland 
are so warm that palm trees grow.  Great Britain gets a much milder 
winter that Newfoundland, Canada, even though both places are the same 
distance north of the Equator.  So Ireland and Great Britain’s climate is 
warmer because of the ocean current called the Gulf Stream. 

About 500 years ago, ship captains used the Gulf Stream as a “sea 
highway” to make their ocean voyages shorter.  They knew that they 
would move faster if the sailed from America to Europe with the current.  
They could cover up to 75 more miles per day.  On the trip from Europe 
to America, if they sailed against the current they could be slowed down 
so much that they would arrive two weeks later than planned. 

Scientists wanted to know more about the current.  Out at sea, sailors 
dropped glass bottles with notes inside.  The notes said when and where 
they were dropped.  Where the bottles were found on shore told about the 
water’s direction and speed.  Today scientists still study the Gulf Stream.  
Now they know that some of the water at the edge drifts away.  Later it 
returns to the main current, forming a big circle.  Recently it was learned 
that another current runs in the opposite direction deep below the Gulf 
Stream. 
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