Seeds of Change

(Rough Notes on Book)

SW Cycle 2
Overview of the book

The interaction of people from the Old World to the newly discovered world, i.e. North and South America, radically changed both places and people.  Certain tangible items were exchanged that transformed both civilizations and are still impacting our world today.

Chapter 3: Devastating Disease: An Invisible Enemy

Europeans introduced diseases that affected Native Peoples who had no immunity to them, and the effects were devastating.  Examples would be influenza, malaria, measles, tuberculosis, and small pox.  The most deadly of all to Native cultures was small pox.  

Interesting point: the diseases preceded the European conquerors and settlers.  Native traders who had been exposed to them and became inadvertent carriers exposing other tribes spread diseases along traditional trade routes. 

When the Conquistadors began their conquest of the Americas, small pox became a powerful weapon that led to their amazing conquest of powerful civilizations with relatively few soldiers, horses, superior armor and guns. 

Chapter 4: Amazing Maize: An Indian Gift to the World

Corn was indigenous to Central America, and domesticated by Aztecs, Mayas, and Incas and became a staple crop for them.  They learned how to preserve it and therefore sustain their people.  

Staple crop of Portugal by the 1600’s ( introduced to the rest of Europe through Italy and France.  Europeans didn’t have an initial taste for it, but used it for other purposes.  For example, they fed corn to livestock ( cattle and pig populations were better fed and became a better food source (of protein, specifically) in European diets.  This also allowed Europeans to have larger families.

1560’s Turkey traders introduced corn to Africa (Turkish are also credited with introducing corn to Asia).

Corn rarely failed to grow in the Midwest, so many European immigrants took over the land that Native tribes had used to grow corn ( this helped to establish their survival in their new lands.

Corn Today:  Corn has many other uses in today’s society.  It can be used to make explosives, paints and drugs as well as fuel (ethanol), and cornstarch packing pellets (which are much more environmentally friendly).

Chapter 5: The Powerful Potato: A Gift More Valuable than Gold

900 years ago, the potato was first cultivated by the Incas in the Andes Mts. of South America. The potato was not embraced at first in Europe.  Experts at the time feared the potato would ruin their soil and cause disease.  Farmers in the 1600’s in Spain, however, began to grow potatoes because they were so easy to grow.  From there the potato spread throughout Europe and soon became a staple that provided much of the needed nutrition.  By 1800’s, potatoes were one of the most important foods in Europe (p. 51)

Before the popularity of the potato, most Europeans were farmers, and grew enough food for their families only; as they started to cultivate potatoes, farmers had excess crops ( less farmers needed ( sold extra potatoes ( people moved to cities, began to work in factories producing clothes, tools, etc. and developing a market for farmers ( Industrialization of Europe begins.

In mid 1600’s Spanish fishermen brought potatoes to Ireland.  Before the potato, farmers tried to grow crops like rye and barley; Afterward they were having so much success that they stopped growing other crops ( population grew from1/2 million to 9 million in 80 years ( In 1845, the 2-year blight killed potato crops( hundreds of thousands of people died of starvation (farmers forced off land (Thousands of Irish emigrated to American (mostly east coast, i.e. NY/Boston).

Interesting points:

While the potato was introduced to North Americans as early as 1719, it did not become popular until Thomas Jefferson served them at the White House.

Today, the potato is still immigrating into other countries around the world: It’s in 130/170 countries of the world (p. 57)

Chapter 6: The Legendary Horse: Enemy, Partner, Friend

Horse was domesticated 6,000 years ago in Eastern Europe.  Migrants took horses with them to China, Mongolia, and to areas around the Mediterranean Sea.

The Muslim people, called the Moors, were excellent horse-breeders and riders.  When they invaded Spain, they used horses to their advantage in their conquest of Spain.  The Spanish learned from the Moors and took horses with them to the New World.  

Horses were extinct in the Americas when the conquistadors arrived.  The Spanish were the original cowboys.  They established the first cattle ranches (there are good Spanish vocabulary words in this chapter).  The conquistadors used horses in warfare, for speedy transportation and exploration.  They also maintained exclusive control of horses until the Pueblo revolt of 1680.  The Indians massacred or drove out the Spanish settlers and captured or set free thousands of their horses.  The freed horses probably became the first herds of Mustangs and other wild horses in the West (p. 63).

Horses began to be used by native peoples, especially the Plains Indians, who used the horses to hunt buffalo, fight other tribes, and transport household goods (they were nomadic).

Cattle ranching became a very successful enterprise after the Civil War.  The American cowboy, and his horse, was an adaptation of the Spanish cattle-ranching system. The cowboy rounded up the cattle from large open spaces and drove them to railroad hubs, where the cows could then be transported across the country.  This golden age (1866-1885) ended when railroads, steel plows, barbwire fencing, and water pumps (technological innovation due to Industrial Revolution) all contributed to the disappearance of the LONNNGGGGG cattle drive.  

Horses have since been replaced by the automobile, truck, and plane.  While there are a few cattle-ranchers who use cowboys and horses, most horses are now pets used for sports and recreation.

Chapter 7 Bittersweet Sugar: The Root of Slavery

Growing Sugar Cane

Sugarcane is a grass with a tough thick stalk. Stalks are cut, milled, and the juice is extracted and processed.  Harvesting (cutting) the cane proved to be an extremely difficult task even for modern equipment today.

Sugar is relatively new to the Americas, being brought by Columbus’s 2nd Voyage in 1493.  The first sugar seems to have been brought by the Moors in North Africa to Spain in 900CE.  It became popular in England around 1600CE.  As demand grew so did the demand for labor.  Entrepreneurs not wanting to pay for high labor costs enslaved Caribbean and African natives for the harvesting and transporting of the cane.  As slave trade became more costly and a greater awareness of human rights emerged, Europeans searched for less labor-intensive sources of sugar and began to fill most of the demand through sugar-beet production.  The sad legacy of the sugar industry was slave trade, which continued to expand to serve other industries as well. Tea, coffee, rum, and molasses are just some of the industries that relied on African and Caribbean slave trade.  Americans enslaved over ten million Africans over a period of 400 years.  After 1800 the demand for sugar slowly declined.  Wars and declining economic conditions contributed to this decline.

Although processed sugar is not necessary to the human diet, the average person in the USA consumes about 100 lbs. of sugar per year.

