
Fast Facts 

1. This is a small number of the variety of plants that First Nations of the Americas 
have nurtured and domesticated over the centuries and millennia. 

None of these plants was known outside of the Americas before the early 1500s; 
unknown to the people in Europe, Asia or African countries!! 

2. Some plants have undergone considerable change 

e.g. corn (maize) has evolved through selective breeding from a plant with a few seeds 
to large cobs that require interaction with humans. 

3. A considerable amount of this knowledge has been known for decades in some Indigenous communities 
and in the archaeological literature but has never caught on in public or educational resources. 

4. The development of a number of these plants has literally changed the directions in world history 

e.g. potatoes, corn, cotton as a main clothing material before synthetics, 
or rubber from the Amazon, think of Henry Ford with no rubber tires for his vehicles. 

5. Most of these plants are rarely credited as having been developed by First Nations and are routinely 
misidentified with countries that have made them widely known in recent centuries 

e.g. potatoes with Ireland rather than the mountainous areas of South America, 
or chocolate with West Africa or Europe (Belgium) rather than Mexico. 

6. Many of these plants are highly nutritious and their adoption can have profound heath impacts. 

7. The relatively recent adoption of these foods in health stores has generated a growing awareness of these plants. 

8. The recent increased use of ethnic foods has developed awareness 

e.g. foods like dragon fruit, persimmons, and yerba mate are suddenly appearing in large numbers 
of food stores and in markets, but their original developments are often not acknowledged. 

9. An important group of plants domesticated and cultivated by First Nations in North America is the 
Eastern Agricultural Complex, a group of seven plants that were formerly important 

food resources that dominated North America before corn swept throughout 
the continent and reduced their central roles. 

These are squash (Cucurbit pepo), goosefoot (Chenopodium berlandieri), sunflower (Helianthus annuus), 
erect knotweed (Polygonum erectum), marsh elder or sumpweed (Iva annua), 

maygrass (Phalaris caroliniana), and little barley (Hordeum pusillum). 

They may have made up about 67o/o of the plant diet about 2500 BP. 
Some such as squash date back at least 8,000 years. 

They were developed in the eastern U.S. and were so important that this area has been 
identified as one of the 10 centres of plant development in the world. 

E. Leigh Syms, PhD, C.M. 1 leigh.syms@gmail.com 1 May, 2022 

Cultivation ofNative Rice 

T d
. . 

1 
. 

1 
. b . . Rice ball for early 

ra •ttona Ams unaa e ncmg camp . d' . . spnng sec mg 
from an earhcr pcnod 

Rice is considetwl an essential part of Anisltinaabe Traditional rice harvesting 

subsistence and spiritual well being! 

Culli\•ation of traditional rice includes: 
• Reseeding • Weeding 

Since rice has been so ltet~vily 

influenced and manipulated by 

First Nations people. it should 
• Harvest preparation. tying plants 

• Careful harvesting to reduce damage 
• Transplanting, e.g. rice balls 

Squashes 

be identified as 

"Native Rice " 

rather titan "wild" rice. 

Including pumpkins, gourds, and zucchinis 

Variety of squashes 
including Turban. acorn. 

and buncre.up 

Spaghcni squash 

Pumpkins 

Central American Plants 
Some of the more common plants 

I. squ.uh 2. P<;J<h palm 3. 0\'0<odO 

4. s. 6.popoy3 

TAn•:huac:ln, 500 C. E. 
(5111 largest city in the 

world at that time) Agave/maguey 

Sunflowers Salvia/chiafsalba 

Tobacco 

Amaranth 

Manioelcassavaf 
tapioca flour 

Corn/Maize: the Most "Amaizing" Grass 

Com was developed from 
wild grasses over several 

thousand years 

Livestock feed 

Many types of traditional 
corn were developed by 

Indigenous People 
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Super size popcorn!!! 

Potatoes and Sweet Potatoes 

White potato 
adopted in Europe 

Andeaos developed 
many varieties for 

different environments. 
textures and tastes 

Modem Peruvian 
people of the Andes 
making fJ"Ccze-dricd 
chui\o from potatoes 

Sweet Potato 

Beans of Many Kinds 

Common bean. Lima beans. 

South America South America 

Scarlet nmner beans 

Jiffy Bean. Broccoli 
and Tomato Soup 
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Wild beans (lefi) were 
gradually developed to not 

4-'Bcan Salad: kidney beans. 
green beans. yellow beans. red 

peppers. glucose/fructose 

broadcastthcir seeds Tepary beans 

Some like it hot!!! 

Peppers and Peanuts 

Bell peppers 

Chihin peppers 

Pcan\11 plant 

ceramic vessel. 
Moche Culture. 

Peru C.E. 

Many peanut productS! 

South American Plants 
Some of the more common plants 

Machu Picchu, 
late lnka centre 

Guava (ruil 

Vanilla vine and 
orchid flower 

Vanilla extract 

Tomatoes 

Chocolate and Vanilla 

Processing beans 

Gathering pods, 
extracting beans and 

drying beans 

Important Industrial Materials 

Cotton flower 

Rubber and Cotton 

Mayan hand 
ball. 300 BCE 

• CE 250 Rubber tree plantation 

Model T ford Tapping a rubber tree 

I k I h. p Part of an lnka tunic with rubber tires for the latex sap n a c ot mg. eru 


