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American crop plants may have been present in Asia prior to Columbus's discovery of the New World. If they were, they would serve as indicators of 
contact between the New and Old World before the "European Age of Discovery." Since cultivated crop plants cannot be invented twice, if they are 
present on a continent not the home of the wild progenitors and if there is no possible manner of non-human seed dispersal, then they must have been 
carried by humans. If the crop germ plasm was transferred, it implies much cultural and technological information was probably also transferred. We need 
to know how the process of cultural advancement occurred. As one of the techniques to test the hypothesis, we conducted a search of the published 
records of the Asian region (Table 1). We have reviewed the English translations of the literature of early India and have been assisted by graduate 
students in reading the medicinal and religious materials in their original languages (Arabic, Farsi and Chinese) for any inclusion of information on crop 
plants.  



 



 

We had already become familiar with enough of the economic botanists and natural historians to realize that they believed such contact did not occur and 
therefore, in the case of most species of American plants, that the crop plants could not have been in the Old World (De Candolle 1883; Watt 1885; 
Sturtevant 1919; Burkill 1969; Ames 1939; Mangelsdorf and Oliver 1951; Merrill 1954; Mangelsdorf 1971; Baker 1978, pers. comm.). However, several 
more recent authors have questioned these conclusions with new data (Merrill 1954; Sauer 1960, 1963; Jeffreys 1965, 1971; Carter 1974 and 1977; 
Marszewski 1978; Heyerdahl 1979; Ashraf 1985a and 1985b; Johannessen 1981 and 1986). We concentrated on the ancient literature that most of the 
Western botanists previously have found difficult to translate, and which they may have supposed contained nothing of interest anyway. We too would 
have found it impossible except for the fact that the Sanskrit and other language materials have been translated recently from the original ancient 
languages. The encouragement of an Indian scholar, Professor Jaweed Ashraf of New Delhi, who had already found fairly positive evidence of tobacco, 
pineapple, potato, and maize (Ashraf 1985a, 1985b) in this medical and religious literature, caused us to consider the proposition that the curers in the 
societies, and their cohorts the priests, logically would have been the most likely segments of the society to accept an innovation in agricultural crops. They 
were educated people, and they could keep medical plants and magical secrets from the general population. As a result, they may not have generally written 
down their findings and uses. Ashraf contributed to our determination to search these sources for new evidence.  

In addition to medical and ritual texts, we find that there is an abundant harvest of materials from cookbooks, poems, songs, sculptures, paintings, and 



frescoes that few investigators seem to have utilized in the past. Here we focus on the printed evidence.  

Two groups of students in our seminars and other interested people helped to discover references to the citations presented in Table 1. We present these 
references knowing that there will be those who disagree with the translations and translators' identification in Asia of some of the species, especially those 
that were first put into the process of domestication in the New World.  

However, there is no indication that the translators were purposely biasing their data; it comes from a large number of translators, and the references are 
found in many different cultures in different original languages for which there are cognates back through the historical literature at several dates for 
various species (Table 1). We use here references of pre-1500 A.D. existence. However, we raise the question of how long it takes for a new species to be 
accepted and used extensively. We suggest that it probably took centuries -not decades- for the spread across India or China to have taken place. As 
Ashraf (pers. comm.) suggests, there is a major time relation between introduction and acceptance by local farmers.  

Some of these species historically have been considered to be New World in origin and appear to have been transported from the New World to Asia. 
These include peanuts, pineapple, annona, prickle poppy, chili pepper, kapok, pumpkin and other squashes, sunflower, kidney bean, husk tomato, guava, 
marigolds, and maize (Table 1). Kapok and kidney bean are included because they seem to appear in the translated literature, although we acknowledge 
that other explanations may be valid. Baker's (1965) studies of kapok, for example, suggest that floating of its wild seed to Africa may have accounted for 
the distribution across the Atlantic without human carriage. How would this account for the homologous folklore? Almost all of the possible wild 
progenitors for this list of crops are in the Americas. It may be that some of the Cucurbita species in Asia have separate origins, but not the C. pepo as 
written in the translations.  

Tetraploid cotton and sweet potato, originally from the New World, have long been considered as likely candidates for presence in the western Pacific 
prior to A.D. 1492. Tetraploid cotton, along with the coconut and the gourd from the Old World, have been assigned by the non-cultural-diffusionists to 
drift voyages across the oceans by natural means in which drilling oceanic parasites (Teredo worms) and snapping fish are ignored. The sweet potato is 
placed among the crop plants that were present in both hemispheres in pre-Columbian times by Carter (1977, 120) because he points out that its name, 
Kumar, was used by Cuna Indians of Panama (who formerly lived on the Pacific coast of Colombia), and is also in the Sanskrit text of India, where the 
word Kumar is still currently used for sweet potato. This tends to obviate Brand's (1971) discussion countering the acceptance of the diffusion of the 
sweet potato to Asia. It is highly probable that the Polynesians on New Zealand and elsewhere in the Pacific had the sweet potato prior to any European 
contact, according to Yen (1971, 1974).  

Langdon (1988) has recently demonstrated that several other American crops had been moved prehistorically into eastern Polynesia: manioc and edible 
canna to Easter Island and pineapple, tetraploid cotton, and perhaps chili pepper to Hawaii. If several of the species in our list prove to be validly present 
in both hemispheres before European contact, then it is more logical to propose that the above species could have been exchanged on shipboard rather 
than by free floating across the ocean. Traditionally, the diffusionists have not very often accepted the notion that the cultivated species floated 
independently.  

In conclusion, we find 13 New World species (Table 1) that have been referred to in, and translated from, ancient literature and/or archaeological data or 
ethnobotanical consensus to suggest their presence in mainland Asia well before 1492 A.D., in addition to the species appearing in the Pacific. We are 
searching for more literature sources and trying to stimulate the search for archaeological evidence to date more firmly the presence of these 13 crop plants 
in China, India, Pakistan, and the Arabian Peninsula. The search for plant remains in early archaeological sites with C14 dating is somewhat recent in these 
countries and, we are told, non-existent in Bhutan, for example. No scientific excavations have been made in Bhutan; yet we found while we were there in 
1985 that there are non-sacred caves that might yield evidence if they were examined with permission from the government in Bhutan as well as in Sikkim, 
Darjeeling, and Nepal. (Human remains should be left intact.)  

Ashraf (pers. comm.) is in the process of publishing a large series of illustrations of sculptures and frescoes from India, mainly, that show such American 
crops as maize, pineapple, and annonas. Donald B. Lawrence (pers. comm.) and associates are working on a somewhat similar project on temple 
sculptures illustrating maize in India. We, too, are working to prove the validity of some of these representative sculpted stone statuaries, especially of 
maize, in Indian temples (Johannessen 1988; Johannessen and Parker 1989), though that need on our part would be less urgent were more of the actual 
archaeological remains of the crops to be discovered. In light of this growing body of evidence in the historical literature and in artistic representation, 
there is clearly a case for continued investigation of this topic.  

In this brief bibliographic essay, we cannot examine all these translations of crop species from the ancient literature. We propose that they be checked by 
linguistic scholars in their respective languages (Table 1). We feel a word of caution is in order. Some of the early writings and their included nouns of 
plant names have been interpreted in more than one way according to some scholars. As with all arrangements of this sort, several authorities must be 
consulted and many people must have the chance to debate their respective positions. We, therefore, hope that the intellectual community will accept the 
stimulus of this report and help in reaching for a new consensus.  
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