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THE  ORIGIN  OF  CORN
By B. E. Dahlgren

Chief Curator, Department of Botany
The corn plant, as known in cultivation,

has never been found in the wild state.
Its place of origin has long remained a sub-
ject for speculation. Podcorn, in which each
kernel has a separate small husk, occasionally
appears spontaneously in northern corn-
fields and is often spoken of as a reversion.
Nevertheless it is generally denied that it
has anything to do with the ancestral form,
as has been suggested by some botanists.

At the time of the discovery of America,
corn was domesticated in many separate
areas from what is now Argentina to Canada.
Columbus saw it in Cuba. Charred com
has been discovered in the ancient mounds of
the middle western Mound Builders. Dried
corn is preserved in prehistoric pueblos of
the southwest and in ancient tombs of Peru.
It was evidently of great importance as food
in many places, especially among the most
advanced indigenes who had come to depend
for sustenance on agriculture rather than
hunting animals or collecting miscellaneous
wild fruits and roots.

In the areas inhabited by the agricul-
tural Incas of Peru, and the Aztecs and
Mayas of southern Mexico and Guatemala,
one would most naturally search for some
sign of the origin of corn or the beginnings of
its cultivation. Both these areas have their
advocates, but Nicaragua and Paraguay
have also been suggested.

At present most of those especially in-
terested in the question, and qualified to
judge, seem to accord in ascribing the origin
of corn to southern Mexico. In the Mexican
highlands and in adjacent Guatemala is
found the related teosinte, "the most corn-
like of all wild grasses," growing as a tall
weed in com fields and hybridizing naturally
with the planted com.

The hypothesis of a Mexican-Guatemalan
origin has recently been emphasized on that
basis by the well-known Russian botanist,
Dr. N. I. Vavilov, whose brilliant work on
the history of Old World cultivated plants
gives  his  opinions  great  weight.  This
hypothesis appeals particularly to students
of the prehistoric remains which litter the
ground in southern Mexico and adjacent
Maya regions. It furnishes a simple, ready-
made explanation of how the pre-Columbian
civilizations, to which the archaeological
material bears witness, were made possible
through the convenient presence of an in-
dispensable food plant. The Mexican-
Guatemalan theory is thus attractive, seems
plausible, and may prove correct in part.
However, as it rests on several assumptions,
chief of which concerns the nature and
significance of teosinte, it is unsatisfactory
in other respects and at best only provisional.

The other area with a strong claim to
consideration as the original home of culti-
vated com is Peru. There corn is the staff
of life of the present-day Indian population,
as it must have been even before the days
of the Incas.

Field Museum's botanical collections
include excellent and characteristic speci-
mens of corn from Peru, some of considerable
antiquity, as well as fine examples of ancient
pottery with corn decorations. These were
recently studied by Mr. R. C. Mangelsdorf, of
Texas Experimental Station, a diligent inves-
tigator of the subject, now working at Har-
vard Biological Laboratories. Mr. Mangels-
dorf considers that the botanical and genetic
evidence he has in hand points to the Peru-
vian area rather than the Mexican as the
place of original domestication of the corn
plant. As to the ancestor of this, he thinks

it likely to be represented by the now
despised podcorn which the Indians found
wild in South America as far south as
Paraguay.

Mr. Mangelsdorf finds teosinte to be a
natural hybrid of com and the only other
corn-like grass, Tripsacum, and that certain
types of cultivated corn, such as the pointed
popcorn, eight-rowed flint, and flour corn
also show the influence of Tripsacum. Of
these he finds no evidence in the Peruvian
area and thinks it probable that they origi-
nated somewhat north of the teosinte area
of southern Mexico, whence they have spread
northward.

INDIANS  OF  CALIFORNIA
RETAIN  OLD  CULTURE

By Paul S. Martin
Chief Curator, Department of Anthropology

California, progressive in modem business
and thought, is one of the most conservative
places on the globe so far as the remnants
of its aboriginal population of Indians is
concerned. There are few places where basic
ideas have, over many centuries, undergone
so few changes, he states. As far back as
2,000 or 3,000 years the natives traded the
same materials, ate the same food, and sewed
skins and rush mats and coiled their baskets
in the same ways as do their modern descend-
ants today. The fundamentals of their
cultures have remained immutable.

A collection representing these Indians is
on exhibition in the Hall of North American
Archaeology  (Hall  B).  An  implement
known as a "slave-killer" is one of the few
things representing a cha^nge in customs,
since the modern California Indians would
scarcely use it as their ancestors did and as
its name implies. It is a double-pointed
hatchet which in the old days was used by
the chiefs to slay victims of sacrifice on
occasions such as mourning over the death
of an important personage. The points of
this instrument were driven with a quick
blow into the skull of the slave.

Also exhibited are tubular tobacco-pipes
of a type believed to be the oldest ever used.
From their shape and construction, archaeol-
ogists have been unable to deduce how they
could possibly be used unless the smoker
rested on his back and gazed skyward. It
is believed that the shamans or medicine-
men employed these for drawing evil
spirits from the bodies of disease sufferers,
in accordance with tribal superstitions.

The exhibit includes necklaces of abalone,
clam and olivella shells; ornaments of
limpet shell; shell fish hooks; shell dishes;
whalebone wedges and chisels; bone imple-
ments for weaving sea grass into garments
and mats; bone clubs for killing seals;
whistles of bird-bone; pestles for crushing
acorns, which were the people's principal
food; various kinds of charms; some cog-
wheel-like carved stones of unknown pur-
pose, and many other problematical objects.

The aboriginal inhabitants of California,
never developed a trace of native architec-
ture. They used no metals, and made no
axes or chisels of stone, "rhey made no
pottery except in restricted regions of the
extreme south. They practised no agricul-
ture. Shell and bone were the principal
materials from which they fashioned their
tools and other needed objects. Stone,
when used, was principally for ornamental
objects and for amulets employed as hunting
and fishing charms. The permanence of
this California culture is the most import-
ant single contribution to the history of
civilization that studies of the California
aboriginals have yielded.
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