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Columbian Exchange 
 

 

POSSIBLE ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
• How did the transfer of 

agricultural products alter the 
cultural, social, and economic 
fabric of the new and old 
worlds? 

• How did the transfer of 
diseases impact life in both 
the Americas and Europe? 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
In 1492, Columbus crossed the 
Atlantic Ocean and landed on the 
Shores of Hispaniola ending 120 
million years of biological 
separation between Eurasia and 
Africa, and the Americas. What 
followed was a massive transfer of 
organisms, both intentional and 
unintentional, that would alter the 
social and economic lives of much 
of the world. Europeans gathered 
up the plants and agricultural goods 
that they encountered and brought 
them back to Europe. Some were 
adopted immediately, others took 
time to gain a foothold, but these 
plants changed how Europe ate and 

created new economies of agriculture production. 
In turn, they brought the produce that they were 
familiar with to the New World, hoping to recreate 
the tastes of home. They also brought sugar cane 
around which the slave economy was based. The 
Caribbean was ideal for its production and its 
proliferation led to the birth of both the Atlantic 
Slave Trade and modern capitalism. 
 
The transfer was not limited to agricultural 
products. Without realizing what they were bringing 
along, they brought microbes and viruses that had 
never before been encountered in the New World. 
The immune systems of American natives were 
unprepared and unable to cope with the new 
diseases that had arrived from Europe.  It is 
estimated that somewhere between 80 and 90 
percent of the people of the New World succumbed 
to the European diseases within the first 130 years 
after contact. Imagine the social and cultural 
trauma that would come from this degree of 
mortality. The European arrival undermined the 
social viability of the tribes and left them in a 
position where they were unable to defend their 
lands against aggressive new arrivals looking for 
land and wealth.  In turn, as new explorers and 
settlers arrived, they found empty landscapes and 
small bands of natives. It seemed that this was an 
empty land, full of opportunity, that was open to 
them. 
 
In this case study, students will be examining both 
the positive and negative effects of the Columbian 
Exchange. They will explore the agricultural 
exchange through examining modern cuisine in 
Asia, Europe and the Americas and will explore how 
the Columbian exchange has made modern 
foodways possible. The also will explore the impacts 
of disease transfer in Europe and the Americas. 
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RESOURCES 
 
Articles 

General Background Information 

• The Columbian Exchange (Khan 
Academy) 

• The Columbian Exchange: Plants, 
Animals, and Disease Between the 
Old and New Worlds (National 
Humanities Center) 

• Columbian Exchange (Schmoop) 
• The Columbian Exchange (NCpedia) 
• The Real Story of Globalization (The 

Wall Street Journal) 
• The ‘Columbian Exchange’: How 

Discovering the Americas 
Transformed the World (Spiegel) 

Food Histories 

• Historian’s Menu: What Europe Ate 
Before Columbus Sailed (NY Times) 

• A New Look at the Columbian 
Exchange (Flavors of Brazil)  

• Your Food Has Ancestors, Too 
(NCPedia) 

• Why the Tomato Was Feared in 
Europe for More Than 200 Years 
(Smithsonian) 

• Can You Cook Without Tomatoes or 
Potatoes? (The TImes of India) 

• India’s Affair with Tomatoes (The 
Economic Times) 

• The Impact of the Potato (History 
Magazine) 

• How the Potato Changed the World 
(Smithsonian) 

Disease 

• Disease and Catastrophe (NCPedia) 
• The Story Of… Smallpox – and Other 

Deadly Eurasian Germs (PBS) 
•  Why Native Americans Didn’t Wipe 

Out Europeans with Diseases (Today 
I Found Out) 

• American History Myths Debunked: 
The Indians Weren’t Defeated by 
White Settlers (Indian Country 
Today) 

Sioux Food 

• The Sioux Chef is ‘helping bring a Native American food 
culture into the modern world’ (The Splendid Table) 

• Sean Sherman, The Sioux Chef (Heavy Table) 
• The ‘Sioux Chef’ Is Putting Pre-Colonization Food Back 

On the Menu (NPR) 

Mexican Food 

• Common Flavoring Ingredients in Traditional Mexican 
Cuisine (The Spruce Eats) 

• Top 10 Foods to Try in Mexico (BBC Good Food)  

Thai Food 

• What You Need To Know ABout Thair Curries (Auguste 
Esoffier School of Culinary Arts) 

• Top 10 Traditional Thai food you must try in Thailand 
(Flight Centre Blog)  

Indian Food 

• 11 Most Cooked North Indian Recipes (NDTV Food) 

Spanish Food 

• Top 10 Spanish Foods – With Recipes (Expatica)  

Video 

• The Columbian Exchange: Crash Course World History 
#23 (CrashCourse) 

• The Columbian Exchange (Study.com) 
• The Effects of the Columbian Exchange (PBS) 

Websites 

• Columbian Exchange (Britannica) 
 

https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/big-history-project/expansion-interconnection/other-materials8/a/the-columbian-exchange
https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/big-history-project/expansion-interconnection/other-materials8/a/the-columbian-exchange
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nattrans/ntecoindian/essays/columbian.htm
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nattrans/ntecoindian/essays/columbian.htm
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nattrans/ntecoindian/essays/columbian.htm
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/nattrans/ntecoindian/essays/columbian.htm
http://www.shmoop.com/columbian-exchange/
https://www.ncpedia.org/printpdf/13399#:~:text=The%20Columbian%20Exchange%20%5B1%5D&text=When%20Christopher%20Columbus%20and%20his,process%20called%20the%20Columbian%20Exchange.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424053111903454504576486421307171028
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424053111903454504576486421307171028
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/a-923220.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/a-923220.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/a-923220.html
http://ncpedia.org/culture/food/history-of-food
http://ncpedia.org/culture/food/history-of-food
http://www.nytimes.com/1991/10/09/garden/de-gustibus-historian-s-menu-what-europe-ate-before-columbus-sailed.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/1991/10/09/garden/de-gustibus-historian-s-menu-what-europe-ate-before-columbus-sailed.html?pagewanted=all
http://flavorsofbrazil.blogspot.com/2011/01/new-look-at-columbian-exchange.html
http://flavorsofbrazil.blogspot.com/2011/01/new-look-at-columbian-exchange.html
http://ncpedia.org/culture/food/history-of-food
http://ncpedia.org/culture/food/history-of-food
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/why-the-tomato-was-feared-in-europe-for-more-than-200-years-863735/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/why-the-tomato-was-feared-in-europe-for-more-than-200-years-863735/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/why-the-tomato-was-feared-in-europe-for-more-than-200-years-863735/
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/life-style/food/food-reviews/Can-you-cook-without-tomatoes-and-potatoes/articleshow/25426131.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/life-style/food/food-reviews/Can-you-cook-without-tomatoes-and-potatoes/articleshow/25426131.cms
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-09-10/news/27620388_1_tomatoes-bright-red-colour-taste
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2010-09-10/news/27620388_1_tomatoes-bright-red-colour-taste
http://www.history-magazine.com/potato.html
http://www.history-magazine.com/potato.html
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-the-potato-changed-the-world-108470605/?all
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-the-potato-changed-the-world-108470605/?all
https://www.ncpedia.org/anchor/disease-and-catastrophe#:~:text=Of%20all%20the%20kinds%20of,native%20population%20of%20two%20continents.
http://www.pbs.org/gunsgermssteel/variables/smallpox.html
http://www.pbs.org/gunsgermssteel/variables/smallpox.html
http://www.todayifoundout.com/index.php/2014/03/native-americans-didnt-wipe-europeans-diseases/
http://www.todayifoundout.com/index.php/2014/03/native-americans-didnt-wipe-europeans-diseases/
http://www.todayifoundout.com/index.php/2014/03/native-americans-didnt-wipe-europeans-diseases/
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/american-history-myths-debunked-columbus-discovered-america
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/american-history-myths-debunked-columbus-discovered-america
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/american-history-myths-debunked-columbus-discovered-america
https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/american-history-myths-debunked-columbus-discovered-america
http://www.splendidtable.org/story/the-sioux-chef-is-helping-bring-a-native-american-food-culture-into-the-modern-world
http://www.splendidtable.org/story/the-sioux-chef-is-helping-bring-a-native-american-food-culture-into-the-modern-world
http://heavytable.com/sean-sherman-sioux-chef/
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2014/10/07/354053768/the-sioux-chef-is-putting-pre-colonization-food-back-on-the-menu
http://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2014/10/07/354053768/the-sioux-chef-is-putting-pre-colonization-food-back-on-the-menu
http://mexicanfood.about.com/od/flavorsofmexico/a/Mexicanflavors.htm
http://mexicanfood.about.com/od/flavorsofmexico/a/Mexicanflavors.htm
http://www.bbcgoodfood.com/howto/guide/top-10-foods-try-mexico
https://www.escoffieronline.com/what-you-need-to-know-about-thai-curries/
https://www.escoffieronline.com/what-you-need-to-know-about-thai-curries/
https://www.flightcentre.ca/blog/top-10-traditional-thai-food-you-must-try-in-thailand/
https://www.flightcentre.ca/blog/top-10-traditional-thai-food-you-must-try-in-thailand/
http://food.ndtv.com/lists/10-best-north-indian-recipes-781986
http://www.expatica.com/es/about/Top-10-Spanish-foods-with-recipes_106723.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HQPA5oNpfM4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HQPA5oNpfM4
http://study.com/academy/lesson/the-columbian-exchange-and-the-triangle-trade.html#lesson
http://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/midlit11.soc.wh.columbianex/the-effects-of-the-columbian-exchange/
https://www.britannica.com/event/Columbian-exchange

