
How Foods From The Americas Changed The
World
Foods have always played a significant role in shaping civilizations and cultures.
Different regions of the world have contributed their unique culinary treasures to
the global table, but few have had as profound an impact as the foods originating
from the Americas. From the humble potato to the versatile tomato, these
ingredients have transformed the way we eat and influenced global history in
unimaginable ways.

Exploring the Andes: The Rise of the Potato

One of the most iconic crops originating from the Americas is the potato.
Indigenous to the Andean region of South America, the potato was initially
cultivated around 8,000 years ago. This versatile tuber quickly became a staple
food for many indigenous communities, providing essential nutrients and
sustenance.

With the arrival of European explorers, the potato began its journey of conquering
the world. Spanish conquerors first encountered potatoes during their conquest of
the Inca Empire in the 16th century. Despite initial hesitation and skepticism,
European farmers recognized the potential of the potato as a reliable and hearty
crop that could flourish in various climates.
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The potato's ability to thrive in diverse conditions played a crucial role in
addressing food shortages and famine throughout Europe. The of the potato to
Ireland, for example, helped alleviate hunger among peasants and became a vital
component of the Irish diet. However, reliance on a single crop proved disastrous
when the Irish potato famine struck in the mid-19th century, devastating the
country's population.

Nonetheless, potatoes continue to be a versatile and essential ingredient
worldwide, with over 4,000 varieties found today. From mashed potatoes to
French fries, the potato's impact on global cuisine is undeniable.

From America to Europe: The Tomatillo Journey

The tomato is another crop that found its way from the Americas to Europe.
Native to western South America, the tomato was first domesticated by the
Mayans and Aztecs, who developed various forms of this now widely-used fruit.
However, it was initially met with suspicion and fear when introduced to Europe in
the 16th century.

The tomato was erroneously believed to be poisonous due to its resemblance to
deadly nightshade, another plant in the same family. Despite these concerns, the
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tomato eventually gained popularity in Mediterranean countries like Italy and
Spain, where it became an integral part of Italian cuisine.

The of the tomato to Italy led to the creation of famous dishes such as pasta with
tomato sauce, margherita pizza, and caprese salad. Today, tomatoes are a vital
ingredient in cuisines worldwide, used in countless traditional recipes and
enjoyed across cultures.

The Gold of the Americas: Chocolate

Chocolate, derived from cacao beans, might be the world's most beloved treat.
Originating from Mesoamerica, cacao was cultivated by the ancient Mayans and
Aztecs. These cultures revered chocolate, using it in religious ceremonies and as
a form of currency.

When Spanish conquistadors encountered cacao during their conquests, they
recognized its value and brought it back to Europe. Initially consumed as a bitter
drink, chocolate became popular among the European elite. It underwent various
transformations in Europe, including the addition of sugar and milk, leading to the
creation of the chocolate we know today.

Chocolate quickly spread across the globe, becoming a symbol of indulgence and
luxury. From chocolate bars to hot cocoa, this delicacy has become an integral
part of cultures worldwide.

Beyond the Tongue: Impact on Trade and Globalization

Aside from their culinary influence, foods from the Americas also revolutionized
global trade and contributed to the process of globalization. The exchange of
goods between the Americas and Europe, known as the Columbian Exchange,
had far-reaching consequences.



It is essential to note that this exchange was not a peaceful or voluntary process.
It involved forced labor, exploitation, and the decimation of indigenous
populations due to European colonization. Acknowledging this historical context is
crucial when discussing the impact of these foods.

The of crops such as potatoes, tomatoes, and cacao beans to Europe not only
enriched European diets but also led to population growth. Access to new food
sources allowed European populations to expand, contributing to economic
growth and the rise of empires.

Similarly, the of these foods to various regions in Asia and Africa had significant
impacts on local cuisines and agricultural practices. These ingredients blended
with existing culinary traditions, resulting in the fusion of flavors and the
development of unique dishes.

The influence of these American foods on global trade can still be seen today. For
instance, the humble potato remains a staple crop in countries around the world,
contributing to food security and economic stability.

Appreciating the Legacy

The story of foods from the Americas is a testament to the power of culinary
exchange and the role of food in shaping societies. While acknowledging the
injustices that accompanied their to the world, it is also important to recognize
and appreciate the rich history and cultural contributions these ingredients have
made.

The next time you indulge in a plate of fries, savor a slice of pizza, or blissfully
enjoy a piece of chocolate, take a moment to appreciate the journey these foods
have taken and the countless lives they have affected. The legacy of foods from



the Americas continues to enrich our lives, reminding us of the
interconnectedness of cultures and the power of nourishment.
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Precious Cargo tells the fascinating story of how western hemisphere foods
conquered the globe and saved it from not only mass starvation, but culinary as
well. Focusing heavily American foods—specifically the lowly crops that became
commodities, plus one gobbling protein source, the turkey—Dewitt describes how
these foreign and often suspect temptations were transported around the world,
transforming cuisines and the very fabric of life on the planet.

Organized thematically by foodstuff, Precious Cargo delves into the botany,
zoology and anthropology connected to new world foods, often uncovering those
surprising individuals who were responsible for their spread and influence,
including same traders, brutish conquerors, a Scottish millionaire obsessed with a
single fruit and a British lord and colonial governor with a passion for peppers, to
name a few.

Precious Cargo is a must read for foodies and historians alike.
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