
 
 
 

Cod and the Settlement of New England 
 

 
LOCATION/S: New England 

TIME PERIOD: 16th and 17th century 

GRADE LEVEL: 9-12 

 
 
SUMMARY 
This lesson draws primarily from Mark Kurlansky’s book Cod: A Biography of the Fish that 
Changed the World . Its subject is cod fishing in early maps of New England and the motivation 
for European settlement of the New World. 
 
Teachers can use this gallery walk in conjunction with assigning the text or sections of the 
text, or as a stand-alone lesson.  
 
This lesson was created by Max McCullough: 2017 Carolyn A. Lynch Teacher Fellow at the 
Leventhal Map & Education Center. 
 
TIME COMMITMENT 
One 60-minute class period 
 
OBJECTIVES 
Students will be able to (SWBAT): Synthesize information from various visual and written 
sources to create a deeper understanding of the past 

SWBAT: Explain the role of cod fishing in motivating the exploration and settlement of New 
England. 

 
CURRICULUM STANDARDS 

Massachusetts: World History 1 Content Standard s 
 
Topic 1. Dynamic interactions among regions of the world: What kinds of global 
connections existed among humans in the past? 
 
1. Explain different ways in which societies interact across regions (e.g. trade; cultural, 
religious, linguistic, and technological exchange and diffusion; migration; exploration; 
diplomatic alliances; colonization and conquests). 
3. Explain how interactions among societies are affected by geographical factors such as the 
location of bodies of water, mountains and deserts, climate, the presence or scarcity of natural 
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resources, and human factors such as population size and density, mortality rates, or migration 
patterns. 
 4. Demonstrate the ability to analyze primary sources, including texts, maps, diagrams, works 
of art and architecture. 
 
Topic 3. Interactions of kingdoms and empires, c. 1000 - 1500: How did the interactions 
of kingdoms and empires in this time period influence political, economic, and social 
developments? 
 
14. Explain how travelers’ accounts and maps contributed to knowledge about the world. 
  
15. Explain the widespread practice in Europe, Africa, Asia and the Americas of 
enslaving captives of war and of buying and selling slaves from the 5 th to the 18 th 

centuries CE. 
  
Topic 5. Global exploration, conquest, colonization, c. 1492 – 1800: What was the effect 
of European conquests on the political and social structures of other regions of the 
world? 
  
 32. Identify the major economic, political, demographic, and social effects of the 
European colonial period in the Americas and the Caribbean Islands, the so-called “Columbian 
Exchange” (the transmission of foodstuffs, plants, bacteria, animal species, etc., across the 
Atlantic for the first time and tis environmental and agricultural implications); the impact of 
Christian missionaries on existing religious and social structures in the Americas, and the 
expansion of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 
  
Literacy Standards for History and Social Science Grades 9 - 12 
 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, attending 
to such features as the date and origin of the information. 

 
Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary sources. 
 

 
MATERIALS AND SOURCES 
Lesson can be used in conjunction with a Map Set on the Leventhal Map Center Digital Collections 
website 

https://collections.leventhalmap.org/map-sets/274 

 

Included in this file following the Sequence of Learning Activities 

Cod and Settlement Gallery Walk Worksheet 

Full page images of those to be used in the gallery walk (Note: We recommend laminating 
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print outs for repeated use) 

 

Cod and Settlement Articles 1 - 5 
 

 

To be provided by the teacher 

Chart paper for posting images and articles 

Markers 

 

ASSESSMENT 

The paragraph-long write up at the end of the lesson can be collected to formatively assess 
student understanding of the content and skill objectives 

 
TEACHING PROCEDURE 
Do Now/Activating Thinking: In the initial inquiry, students individually receive a 
worksheet and consider the inquiry question “What role did cod fishing have in motivating 
European exploration and settlement in New England?” The teacher should point out the 
image of the cod on students’ worksheets and inform them that cod is a fish and has long been 
caught and eaten by humans. Students read the brief excerpt from Kurlansky’s Cod  and, using 
their background knowledge and the excerpt, answer the inquiry question to the best of their 
ability on the lines provided. Students read and write silently and independently; when they 
have finished, the teacher pairs the students and they share out their answers. 8 minutes 

Gallery Walk: Students complete a two-stage gallery walk. Each of the five images for the 
gallery walk are taped to a sheet of chart paper on the walls of the classroom. The 
accompanying description is taped on the same sheet, below the image, but folded up to be 
obscured from view for the first stage of the gallery walk. Students silently pass around the 
room, looking at the images in the gallery in whatever order they please and making written 
observations on their worksheet and on the big paper as to what they see in the image and 
what the images may mean. Students must be silent, but may respond in writing to their 
classmates’ comments on the chart paper. Students have seven minutes to complete this 
stage, and should return to their seats after they have examined each of the five stations. 7 
minutes 

The gallery walk continues as students now take another trip around the gallery, this time 
folding down the written descriptions and reading them individually and silently. A few extra 
copies of each description may be made available for large classes. As students read the 
descriptions, they must copy down evidence on their worksheets that will help them answer 
the inquiry question. Students should be reminded to read the entire article for each image 
before choosing their evidence and that the evidence they find might not support their 

 
©2018 Norman B. Leventhal Map Center 3 www.leventhalmap.org 

http://www.leventhalmap.org/


 
Cod and the Settlement of New England 

 
 
original answer to the inquiry question. The teacher should tell them that this is ok, since they 
will be reformulating their hypothesis based on their new evidence. Students work silently and 
individually as they read and find evidence. 25 minutes 

Processing: The students return to their seats and, using their newfound evidence, 
reformulate their answer to the question “What role did cod fishing have in motivating 
European exploration and settlement in New England?” They have ten minutes to write 
individually and the teacher should remind students to incorporate evidence into their 
writing. Once students have completed this phase, they are paired up with another student 
and have five minutes to share out three points from the day: 1) Whether their answer to the 
inquiry question changed from the beginning of class to the end of class; 2) What their final 
answer to the inquiry question was; and 3) What pieces of evidence they found that supported 
their final answer to the inquiry question. After this five minutes of paired discussion, the 
teacher should address students’ final thoughts, questions, and observations through an 
informal whole class discussion before collecting students’ work as either a graded or 
ungraded assessment. 20 minutes 

 
 
SOURCES 
 
TEXTS 

 
Archer, Gabriel. Gosnold’s Settlement at Cuttyhunk. Boston: Old South Work, 1902. Accessed 

August 3, 2017. http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6617 
 
Kurlansky, Mark. Cod: A Biography of the Fish that Changed the World New York: Penguin, 1997. 
 
IMAGES 

 
Bierstadt, Albert. Bartholomew Gosnold at Cuttyhunk. Painting. 1858. New Bedford Whaling 
  Museum, New Bedford, MA., [Image 2] 
  
Chatelain, Henri Abraham.  Carte tres curieuse de la Mer du Sud, contenant des remarques nouvelles et tres 

utiles non seulement sur les ports et iles de cette mer. Map. 1719.  Norman B. Leventhal Map & 
Education Center, Boston, MA. [Image 5] 

  
Cornè, Michele Felice. Landing of the Pilgrims. c. 1803-1807. Painting. White House Collection/The  

White House Historical Association, Washington D.C. [Image 3] 
  
Herrera y Tordesillas, Antonio de. Descripcion de las Yndias Ocidentales. 1601-1615. Map. Library of 

Congress, Washington D.C.  [Image 4] 
  
Ramusio, Giovanni Battista. La Nuoua Francia. Map. 1565. Norman B. Leventhal Map & Education 

Center, Boston, MA. [Image 1] 
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Cod and Settlement Gallery Walk Worksheet 

 
 
 
Name _______________________________    Date _____________________ 
  
  
Instructions: Read the excerpt below, then answer the first question using your background knowledge. 
Then, as you complete the gallery walk, complete the second section. Finally, revisit the first question 
and answer it using your new-found evidence. 

 
 
The Cod “Gold Rush” 
“… By 1508, 10 percent of the fish sold in the Portuguese ports of Douro and Minho was Newfoundland 
cod. In France, the Bretons and Normans had an advantage because the profitable markets of the day 
were near Rouen and Paris. By 1510, salt cod was a staple in Normandy’s busy Rouen market. By 
midcentury, 60 percent of all fish eaten in Europe was cod, and this percentage would remain stable for 
the next two centuries.” 
                                                         -Mark Kurlansky, 
                                                         Cod: A Biography of the Fish that Changed the World 
  
Inquiry Question : 
 
What role did cod fishing have in motivating European exploration and settlement in New 

England?  ________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Evidence Gathering : Stage 1 : For each image, write your observations and take notes on any visual 
information relevant to our inquiry question.  Stage 2 : Find evidence in the accompanying readings that 
could help you answer the inquiry question and copy it below your notes on the images. 
 

Image 1: _ _____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

“New France” and Bacalaos _____________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Image 2: ______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Gosnold and Cape Cod _________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Image 3: ______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Pilgrims on the Rocks __________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Image 4: __ ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

A Fishy Reputation __ __________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Image 5: __ ____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The Banks _____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Inquiry Question: Now, use the evidence you have gathered above to create a more sophisticated 
answer to the original inquiry question. 
 
 
What role did cod fishing have in motivating European exploration and settlement in New 
England? 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Image 1  
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Image 2 
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Image 3 
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Image 4 
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Image 5 
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Cod and Settlement - Article 1 
 

 “New France” and Bacalaos 
 
In 1497, just five years after Columbus stumbled into the Caribbean while looking for a 
westward passage to Asia, John Cabot (born Giovanni Caboto of Venice, Italy) arrived in the 
northeastern corner of North America. His voyage was paid for by the English and, like the 
Spanish who bankrolled Columbus, the British government sought a faster route to the spice 
trades of the Far East. But Cabot was unsuccessful in this search. Instead, he found something 
almost as valuable – cod, also called stockfish. When Cabot returned with tales of a New 
World, one observer reported: 
 

The Sea there is swarming with fish which can be taken not only with the net but in 
baskets let down with a stone, so that it sinks in the water… These same English, his 
companions, say that they could bring so many fish that this Kingdom would have no 
further need of Iceland, from which there comes a great quantity of the fish called 
stock fish. 

Kurlansky, pgs. 48-49 
 

These stories of a place so rich in fish attracted the attention of other European nations. In 
1524, Giovanni de Verrazano sailed the coast of North America from Carolina to 
Newfoundland, staying for two weeks with a friendly native tribe in Narragansett Bay, Rhode 
Island and claiming this northern territory for his employers as “New France.” 
The image above is a detail of a map drawn in the mid-1500s, one that relies on Verrazano’s 
account of his voyage to chart out the land. You can see Narragansett Bay (labeled “Port du 
Refuge” on the map) on the lower left. To the right of Narragansett Bay you’ll find a most 
interesting detail, an island labeled “Bacalaos.” Bacalaos is a Spanish word for cod, and while 
the geography is difficult to compare with modern maps, this could refer either to Cape Cod, 
Massachusetts, or Baccalieu Island, Canada, both of which still today take their names from 
this famous fish. Notice also how the map depicts a large number of fish and fishing ships, as 
well as fish hanging to dry on a rack at the top of the image. This map, as well as the accounts 
of Cabot and Verrazano, fired the imagination of European explorers and fishermen, eager to 
turn huge profits by catching the plentiful cod of the American Northeast. 
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Cod and Settlement - Article 2 
 

Gosnold and Cape Cod 
 

  By the turn of the 17th century, Europeans still believed that there was an undiscovered 
route that would allow them to sail west from Europe all the way to China. Christopher 
Columbus, John Cabot, and Giovanni de Verrazano all failed to find this passage, but that did 
not stop Bartholomew Gosnold from trying again in 1602. England paid for his voyage, and he 
planned to gather the leaves and roots of the sassafras plant, which was thought to cure 
syphilis (it does not). The painting above—by Albert Bierstadt, a 19th century Prussian 
immigrant to New Bedford, Massachusetts—depicts Gosnold and his sailors meeting Native 
Americans on the Massachusetts island, Cuttyhunk. 
  Gosnold did find sassafras, which happens to grow in both China and North America, 
but he did not find a westward passage to Asia. Though his voyage was unsuccessful, Gosnold 
has gone down in history for another reason. While sailing past a cape (a land that sticks out 
into a body of water) known as Pallavisino, Gosnold reported being “pestered” by a certain 
fish, and one of his sailors recorded, “Near this cape… we took great store of codfish, for 
which we altered the name, and called it Cape Cod. Here we saw sculls of herring, mackerel, 
and other small fish, in great abundance.”  1

  Gosnold made a map of his journey that has since been lost to history, but the name he 
gave the region stuck. The appearance on other maps of this newly “discovered” destination 
with such a suggestive name was seductive for businessmen and settlers alike, who would 
soon flock to Cape Cod in search of new profits and new lives. 
  Today, Gosnold has a town named after him in Massachusetts, and the island he landed 
on, Cuttyhunk, is part of that town. The Europeans spent several weeks on Cuttyhunk in 1602 
while they gathered sassafras and other supplies, but soon left to return to England. This was 
likely the first English settlement in New England; it would be the first of many, though later 
settlers would come in pursuit of cod, not sassafras.  
   
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

1 Archer, pgs. 1-11 
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Cod and Settlement - Article 3  
 

Pilgrims on the Rocks 
 

The painting above, by Michele Felice Cornè, somewhat inaccurately depicts the 
famous landing of the Pilgrims on Plymouth Rock. Neither Pilgrims nor Native Americans are 
attired correctly, but the geography is fairly true to life. That the Pilgrims left England because 
of religious persecution is well known; less known is why they chose to sail for New England. 
John Smith, the English explorer and soldier who helped found the first permanent English 
colony in Virginia and is featured in the also historically inaccurate Disney film Pocahontas , 
was best known in his lifetime for sailing to New England and becoming fabulously wealthy 
off of cod. Historian Mark Kurlansky writes of Smith’s voyage and its effects: 
 

Smith returned with 7,000 green [fresh] cod, which he sold in England, and 40,000 
stockfish [dried and salted cod], which… he sold in Malaga, Spain. According to 
Massachusetts governor William Bradford’s chronicles, the Pilgrims heard Smith had 
done even better – that he sold 60,000 cod. Not mentioned by any of the Puritans 
were Smith’s additional profits from twenty-seven native locals, whom he lured onto 
his ship and trapped in the hold until they could be sold as slaves in Spain. 

Kurlansky, pgs. 67-68 
 
In 1616, Smith published his map and a description of New England in the hope of 

interesting prospective settlers. And so, studying the famous captain’s map, the Pilgrims 
decided to ask England for a land grant to [New England], where there was this Cape Cod. 
Bradford wrote, “The major part inclined to go to Plymouth, chiefly for the hope of present 
profit to be made by the fish that was found in that country.” When the British court asked 
them what profitable activity they could engage in with a land grant, they said fishing. 
  Smith, possibly inspired by earlier explorers who reported the huge numbers of fish 
around New England, in turn inspired the first wave of English immigration to the region. 
Ironically, the first Pilgrims who arrived with Bradford did not know how to fish, and nearly 
starved to death. By 1640, however, only 20 years after the establishment of Plymouth, 
fishermen from Massachusetts sold 300,000 cod on the world market, a figure dwarfing the 
47,000 Smith sold, and that had so impressed the original Pilgrims. 
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Cod and Settlement - Article 4 
 

A Fishy Reputation 
 

The image above is a detail from a 1601 map by Spanish mapmaker Antonio de Herrera 
y Tordesillas, republished in 1623. The most intriguing thing about this map is not what it 
shows, but rather what it does not. 

By 1600, Spain had established a massive colonial empire in the New World. They 
controlled territory in the Caribbean, Mexico, and South and Central America; made huge 
profits from silver mines and plantations they established; and administered a system known 
as encomienda that enslaved large numbers of natives. This map mostly depicts these colonial 
possessions in great detail. The rest of North America, however, is largely blank. 

Europeans, mainly employed by France and England, had been exploring Northeastern 
America for more than 100 years, so the absence of place names and settlements in what is 
today New England and Eastern Canada is not a result of ignorance, but of a lack of interest. 
One thing about this region did interest the Spanish, however. The top of the image above, 
showing Northeastern America, is labeled “BACALLAOS,” a Spanish word meaning cod. Spain 
was unconcerned with the settlements and people of this part of the world, but they did care 
about the region’s most valuable commodity. In this map, the whole of New England and 
Canada is effectively referred to simply as “COD.” 

Spanish, Basque, Portuguese, English, and French fishermen had been pulling huge 
profits out of the ocean in the form of cod for generations. This map demonstrates how the 
region had, by the 1600s, become virtually synonymous with cod and cod fishing. 
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Cod and Settlement - Article 5 
 

The Banks 
 

  The image above is a detail from a 1719 map by French mapmaker Henri Abraham 
Chatelain. Like many mapmakers of the time, Chatelain richly decorated his work, making this 
map as much a work of art as it is a geographic record and historical document. The edges of 
the map are full of dozens of inset images depicting famous explorers and mapmakers, 
cityscapes, and scenes of daily life. This particular view depicts the process of drying cod on 
platforms called fish flakes. 
  Cod was traditionally caught using handlines that had a single hook and were pulled in 
by hand when a fish took the bait. Many fish could be caught, but in the era before 
refrigeration fresh fish would spoil. Drying or salting cod (and sometimes a combination of the 
two) preserved the fish, and by many accounts improved the taste. Processing the cod in these 
ways allowed fishermen to make large catches of cod in the waters off the coast of 
Massachusetts and Newfoundland, Canada, and then sell the preserved cod all over the world. 
Cod fishermen did business in ports all around the world, from England and France, to the 
Mediterranean coasts of Spain and Italy, to the European slave plantations of the 
Caribbean—all of this business was highly profitable. 
  The map shown above displays even more information about the cod fishing industry. 
On the far left of the map, you can see the coast of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, with Boston 
and Plymouth labeled and the curling hook of Cape Cod bearing the name “Codd ou Jacques;” 
Cape James (Jacques in French) was an alternative name for Cape “Codd.” Just off the New 
England coast, stretching east out into the sea, are brown shaded regions called “bancs,” or 
banks. These banks are shallow stretches of water, rich with diverse sea creatures, and the 
perfect environment for cod to live. The most famous and productive banks are Georges Bank 
off the coast of Massachusetts and the Grand Banks off of Newfoundland. Millions of codfish 
were caught in the banks every year, and whole fortunes were pulled from the water and dried 
on the rocky shores of the Northeast. 
  This map is a testament to how closely linked New England and Newfoundland were in 
Europeans’ imaginations to the cod fishing industry. Cod is highly valuable, and by 1700 the 
prospect of making money on the banks had brought thousands of Europeans to the coasts of 
the New World. 
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