
From the first domesticated cows around 8500 B.C. to the cattle rustling 

of Billy the Kid to the burger and shake at the local drive-thru, beef is at 

the center of history and human evolution. In this episode, viewers learn 

how and why the domestication of the cow led to major advances in 

human society. Eating beef allowed humans to gain added vitality and  

increased brain development, helping them to thrive. This episode 

shows how human and animal populations are intertwined by tracing the 

ways cow diseases like rinderpest affected human populations and how 

cowpox helped us conquer smallpox. This Big History perspective also 

helps students understand the reasons why beef continues to be a major  

industry in our world today.  

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable 
for middle school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project 
online course and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions 
for these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a 
list of terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

aurochs domesticate  Homo habilis  metabolic      primal  
docile  herbivore  immortalized  pampa       windfall

Discussion Questions
1.  How did eating meat help early humans advance? What were some of the tools  

necessary to help them kill aurochs and prepare meat?   
2.  How did hunting aurochs help stimulate human communication? 
3.  Why did Europeans first take cows to the New World and what conditions made  

it possible for cows to survive in this new environment? 
4.  How did rinderpest affect the cattle population in the 19th century, and what were  

the consequences for those in the cattle business in the Americas? 
5. How do you think eating beef transformed human society over time?

Where’s the Beef



Activities
1.  New World Cattle. In this episode, viewers learn that Spanish explorers brought cows to the New 

World in the 16th century. Based on what you learned in this episode and your own research, how did 
the arrival of cows affect the native population over time? Write a short essay exploring this topic. 

2.  A Human Invention. This episode discusses the ways humans “invented” the cow. Describe this  
process of domestication in a short essay or presentation. 

3.  Beef in our World. Today, beef continues to be a major industry worldwide. Through your own 
research, explore the beef industry. Create a chart or graph depicting beef consumption worldwide. 
Why do you think beef is still such a popular food today? 

4.  Little Big History. If you are studying Big History, consider creating a “Little Big History” of beef  
using insights from this episode, supplemented with your own research. 

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
History.com (search for more information about Spanish 
exploration in the Americas):  
www.history.com

Big History Project: 
https://course.bighistoryproject.com/bhplive

Watch a short video about beef jerky: 
http://www.history.com/shows/modern-marvels/videos/
beef-jerky-tech

Beef Industry Statistics:
http://www.beefusa.org/beefindustrystatistics.aspx

Related Reading
Note: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student readers 
who may want to read selections from these books to further their understanding of 
the topics explored in this episode. 

Cronon, William. Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West. (W.W. Norton &  
Company, 1992).

Mann, Charles. 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus. (Vintage, 2006). 

Stokes-Brown, Cynthia. Big History: From the Big Bang to the Present. (New Press, 
2004).
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