The Columbian Exchange

The third voyage of Columbus (1498) marked the beginning of what is known as the “Columbian Exchange” or the exchange of movement of people, plants, animals and human diseases. Listed below are some of the Old World (European) items, along with some of the important New World (Americas) items. (Not all items are listed)

   Found in the New World:


Brought over from the Old World:
-Tobacco, Corn, Potato, Tomato


- Horses, Cattle, Pigs, Sheep, Chickens


-Chocolate, Pumpkin, Pineapple,

-Wheat, Barley, Oats, Asian Rice, Onions

-Lima Beans, Bell & Chili Peppers,

-Sugar Cane, Citrus Fruit, Banana, Olive

-Peanut, Pecan, Cashew, Wild Rice

-Peaches, Pears, Lettuce, Tulips, etc.

Diseases: syphilis, hepatitis, polio

Diseases:  Smallpox, measles, cholera,

                 Tuberculosis, encephalitis


     bubonic plague, influenza, etc.

Columbus’ third voyage brought him into contact with the northeastern portion of the South American continent in the vicinity of the Orinoco River, present day Venezuela. Although Columbus brought horses to the Caribbean Islands during his second voyage it was Cortez in 1519 who introduced the horse to the American mainland in 1519. The horse helped him conquer the Aztec capital and helped set the stage for the Coronado Expedition, which explored the American Southwest in 1540. This expedition had over 250 horsemen and other livestock. It is possible that during this trip the American southwest was introduced to horses, cattle, and sheep. As these species escaped from the Spanish, they populated the American plains and, most important, the horse was captured and domesticated by the plains Indians. Since the horse gave the Indian expanded capability to hunt the buffalo, increasing the food supply, the tribes had more leisure time to develop their culture and expand their art forms. The Indians also became the ‘first light cavalry in the world.’

In Argentina the Spaniard used the horse to conquer the Indians, later cattle were introduced and ranches developed to harvest the cattle for tallow and hides. Stray cattle wandered in the Texas region and Longhorns became the mainstay of this regions economy beginning in the late 1860’s. With the coming of the railroads, wheat became the plains’ states major crop as both wheat and cattle were shipped to Chicago and eastern markets. The railroad also brought an end to the buffalo on the plains; whereas there were probably 15 million buffalo prior to the coming of the railroad there were only 10,000 remaining by 1880. With the Indians chief source of food removed, they starved or became dependent of the beef rations supplied by the white man.

The potato had profound influence when taken from the South American regions of Peru and Bolivia to the Old World. By the mid-1600 the potato was grown throughout Western Europe and it made its way to the American colonies by 1720. Potatoes had the most profound influence in Ireland given the nature of its climate and poor soil. It could be planted and grown abundantly, increasing the population substantially by 1840.  When a series of potato blights hit Ireland millions died, many migrated to Boston, the tragedy intensified the strife between England and Ireland, as the English did little to assist the starving Irish during the several potato famines.

Maize (or corn) was grown in the Americas and found its way to western Africa. Corn never took hold in Western Europe but became the main staple crop in North America. Corn for bread, cereals, syrup and particularly cattle and hog feed, changed the economy of the American plains’ states.

The introduction of sugar cane in the West Indies, later in the Louisiana delta, required legions of black slaves to work the cane fields. Slaves were used for tobacco and cotton, as well. Sugar and molasses became the basic ingredients for rum, which was used in the triangular trade. Over 10 million slaves were shipped to the Americas to work sugar cane and eventually tobacco.
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