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Coined by historian Alfred W Crosby, Jr., the phrase “Columbian exchange” refers to the global redistribution of
plants, animals, and diseases that occurred in the sixteenth century following the initial contacts between
European colonizers and the indigenous people of the Americas. In his scientific and historical work, Natural
and Moral History of the Indians (1590), Father Jose de Acosta described for the curious Spanish crown the
agricultural exotica of the New World as well as the Spanish attempts to introduce new plants to the Americas.

Source: Jose de Acosta, Historian natural y moral de las Indias {I590)

Turning to plants, | shall speak first of those which are more peculiar to the Indies and afterwards of those
which are common both to those lands and to Europe.

...Just as wheat is the grain most commonly used by man in the regions of the Old World, which are Europe,
Asia, and Africa, so in the New World the most widely used grain is maize, which is found in almost all the
kingdoms of the West Indies; in Peru, New Spain, the New Kingdom of Granada, Guatemala, Chile, and in all
the Tierra Firme.

Maize grows on canes or reeds; each one bears one or two ears, to which the grains are fastened, and though
the grains are big they hold a large number of them, and some contain seven hundred grains. The seeds are
planted one by one. Maize likes a hot and humid soil. It grows in many parts of the Indies in great abundance..

Maize is the Indian bread, and they commonly eat it boiled in the grain, hot, when it is called mote... There is
another and more pleasing way of preparing it, which consists in grinding the maize and making the flour into
pancakes, which are put on the fire and are later placed on the table and eaten piping hot; in some places they
call them arepas. . ..

Maize is used by the Indians to make not only their bread but also their wine; from it they make beverages
which produce drunkenness more quickly than wine made of grapes. They make this maize wine in various
ways, calling it azua in Peru and more generally throughout the Indies chicha. The strongest sort is made like
beer, steeping the grains of maize until they begin to break, after which they boil the juice in a certain way,
which makes it so strong that a few drinks will produce intoxication. In Peru, where it is called sora, its use is
forbidden by law because of the terrific drinking it occasions. But the law is little observed, for they use it
anyway, and stay up whole days and nights, dancing and drinking. . ..

The cacao tree is most esteemed in Mexico and coca is favored in Peru; both trees are surrounded with
considerable superstition. Cacao is a bean smaller and fattier than the almond, and when roasted has not a
bad flavor. It is so much esteemed by the Indians, and even by the Spaniards, that it is the object of one of the
richest and largest lines of trade of New Spain; since it is a dry fruit, and one that keeps a long time without
spoiling, they send whole ships loaded with it from the province of Guatemala. They also use it as money, for
five cacao beans will buy one thing, thirty another, and one hundred still another, and no objections are made
to its use.

The chief use of this cacao is to make a drink that they call chocolate, which they greatly cherish in that
country. But those who have not formed a taste for it dislike it, for it has a froth at the top and an
effervescence like that formed in wine by dregs, so that one must really have great faith in it to tolerate it. In
fine, it is the favorite drink of Indians and Spaniards alike, and they regale visitors to their country with it; the
Spanish women of that land are particularly fond of the dark chocolate. They prepare it in various ways: hot,
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