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A Brief History of Food
Growing food and agriculture began around 12 000 years ago. People came to 
realize that seeds planted and cared for would yield crops. These people settled 
down and began farming their food. The first people to do this were probably in the 
Middle East, where farmers grew earlier versions of wheat and barley. People in 
China and Central America are thought to have started farming next. Because of 
the differences in soil and climate, in northern China, people grew millet, and in the 
south, they grew rice. As the early farmers began to understand agriculture, they 
learned how to irrigate their crops by diverting water from streams, lakes, and 
rivers. Settlements began to develop around agricultural areas.

Animals began to be domesticated around the same time as settled farms began. 
The type of animal that was domesticated depended upon the area in which the 
people lived. Cows were uncommon in mountainous or rocky areas, where goats 
and sheep were better adapted to handle the terrain.

Planting seeds freed us just as much as it rooted us in place. For the first time in 
human history, all of us did not have to be directly involved in the production of 
food. With agriculture, some of us could be artists or craftsmen or religious leaders. 
Some of us could do things beyond sustenance to increase the depth and breadth 
of human knowledge.



Staple Foods
A food staple is a food that makes up the dominant part of a population’s diet. 
Food staples are eaten regularly—even daily—and supply a major proportion 
of a person’s energy and nutritional needs. Food staples vary from place to 
place, depending on the food sources available. Most food staples are 
inexpensive, plant-based foods. They are usually full of calories for energy. 
Cereal grains and tubers are the most common food staples. There are more 
than 50,000 edible plants in the world, but just 15 of them provide 90 percent 
of the world’s food energy intake. Rice, corn (maize), and wheat make up two-
thirds of this. Other food staples include millet and sorghum; tubers such as 
potatoes, cassava, yams, and taro; and animal products such as meat, fish, 
and dairy.

Food staples traditionally depend on what plants are native to a region. 
However, with improvements in agriculture, food storage, and transportation, 
some food staples are changing. For example, in the islands of the South 
Pacific, roots and tubers such as taro are traditional food staples. Since 1970, 
however, their consumption has fallen. Foods that were particular to one 
region are becoming popular in regions where they don’t traditionally grow. 
Quinoa, for instance, is a grain-like plant that is grown high in the Andes 
Mountains of South America. Today, quinoa is popular far outside of Latin 
America.



Although staple foods are nutritious, they do not provide the full, healthy range 
of nutrients. People must add other foods to their diets to avoid malnutrition. 
This is particularly the case for children and other nutritionally vulnerable 
groups.

The food supply in any region depends on what foods can be grown there. 
These staple foods are foods that make up the region's basic food supply. 
Several factors determine the staple foods for a given area.
• Geography. Food is most easily grown where the soil is rich, such as valleys 
or plains. In mountainous areas, farming is more difficult. However, animals 
that can live on rocky slopes, such as goats, can be raised in these regions.
• Climate. Moderate temperatures make it possible to grow a wide variety of 
food. In some climates, temperatures vary and food can be grown only during 
the warm months. Extreme temperatures, high or low, limit the kinds of food 
that can be grown.
• Rainfall. Some crops thrive in areas that receive a lot of rainfall annually. 

Little, if any, food can be grown in totally dry areas such as deserts. In many 
parts of the world, grains are the main staple foods. Each type of grain—
wheat, rice, corn, or rye, is best suited to a particular climate. For example, rice 
grows best in warm, wet climates.










