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“I’m sorry I laughed,” said the Native American jewelry store
owner. She had cracked up when I complimented her on the
large ears of multicolored corn in her jewelry cases. “Last year
a man—a doctor—also admired our corn. He said it was just
wonderful how us Indian ladies
would take the time to paint each one
of those kernels. So now when I go to
the Indian hospital [notorious for
making people wait] I tell the doctors
they have to see me right away—I
need the time to paint the corn!” 

Red, blue, yellow, white, black
and different combinations including
intricate speckles and stripes—as
lovely as jewelry—Indian corn is
both decorative and useful. The
beautiful colors are a reflection of the
diversity of corn types and the
different delicious ways in which they 
are prepared. 

Corn is categorized into five
types based on the starch and sugar
content of the kernel: popcorn,
sweet, dent, flint, and flour. Popcorn
is one of the oldest domesticated
corns. Corn fragments in
archaeological settings date its use in
southern Arizona to at least 5,000
years ago. Sweet corn, with the
highest sugar content, is commonly
eaten as corn-on-the-cob either
boiled in water or roasted in the
husk. Flint corn and dent corn,
(named for the dent formed in the
dried kernel) dry into particularly
hard kernels, a quality than enables
them to store for some time. Flour
corn is also dried and can be easily ground into meal.

Corn was the most important traditional Southwestern
crop—it produced abundant harvests that were easily stored
for times of famine. Native Southwestern farmers usually
grew several varieties of corn, each traditionally used in
unique ways, but the type of corn most commonly grown in
the Southwest was flour corn. Some varieties of flour corn
kernels were parched in hot sand, sifted, and lightly coated

with salt water to make a delicious snack. Blue corn meal was
used for baked goods, stews, stuffings, dumplings, and
beverages. One large-kernel variety of white flour corn was
processed into hominy, or posole as it is called in the

Southwest and Mexico.
While corn contains useful

amounts of the vitamin niacin, it is
in a bound form that is not
nutritionally available. Corn
prepared with an alkalizing agent
such as wood ashes or crushed
limestone—such as posole—releases
the niacin so that it can be absorbed
by the human organism. Somehow
the ancient cooks knew the
importance of this procedure. 

Corn is a fast-growing plant with
a surprisingly small root structure. It
does best in loose, fertile soils and
requires regular watering (or good
rains). Some gardeners add compost,
aged manure, or fish emulsion
during the growing season to help
provide extra nitrogen. Some Native
farmers were able to plant corn in
different plots from year to year to
allow the soil to recover. 

Our Valley’s long season allows
for two full corn crops, which is what
Hohokam farmers usually grew.
When snow melt filled the Salt River
and allowed the canals to flow, it was
time for the first planting. Later,
when summer rains in the
mountains swelled the rivers again,
another corn crop was planted. 

Corn is best planted in blocks
rather than rows to insure full pollination and ears well-
packed with plump kernels. Most home gardeners usually
plant only one type of corn per season because wind-borne
pollen will cause varieties to readily cross with each other. For
example, native varieties grown within 100 feet can cause
sweet corn to turn starchy.

High winds can blow corn plants over; if they don’t
spring back on their own you can push them up and pack
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soil around their base. Hopi farmers propped flat rocks
upwind from young corn plants to protect them. 

The best time to harvest sweet or flour corn for use as
corn-on-the-cob or green corn tamales is when the kernels
are in the milk stage. To determine this, select an ear with
silks that have turned brown but are not completely dry.
Gently peal back the husk and examine the kernels. They
should not have put on any color yet and will squirt a milky
juice when pressed with a fingernail. Harvest popcorn, flour,

flint, and dent corns after the ears have dried on the stalk. 
Native farmers used every part of the corn plant—not

just the ears. They collected pollen for ceremonies. They
made tea from the corn silk to treat urinary tract problems.
They dried the stalk and used it for fuel, building material,
or fodder for livestock. They even relished corn smut—an
odd-looking fungus that grows on corn ears that is still
popular today in Mexico and served in some U.S. restaurants
under its Aztec name, huitlacoche.

CORN 
Seeds for Southwestern corns are available from Native
Seeds/SEARCH, www.nativeseeds.org, and at the Desert
Botanical Gardens gift shop, www.dbg.org.

Sweet corn is available at farmersÕ markets in the Valley,
at farm stands such as Tolmachoff Farms, www.tolmachoff-
farms.com, 5726 N. 75th Avenue, Glendale, and at special
events including the corn roasts held each summer by
Crooked Sky Farms, www.crookedskyfarms.com. You can
sometimes purchase ears of traditional corn at farmersÕ
markets in season and at supermarketsÑbut be aware that
ears of corns sold for Thanksgiving decoration might be
treated with preservatives which make the ears unsuitable for
kitchen use.

For more about corn, see The Story of Cornby Betty
Fussell.A favorite book for recipes is Corn: Roasted, Creamed,
Simmered and Moreby Olwen Woodier.

SWEET CORN FROM THE PAST
This yearÕs Native Seeds/SEARCH catalog,
www.nativeseeds.org, lists 92 varieties of southwest
traditional corn, most collected in the last 25 years from
Native American farmers. But one sweet corn in particular has
an amazing history.

In 1986, the group received from Homer ÒSonnyÓ Owens
a cardboard box with a collection of heirloom sweet corns,
beans, and squash that he and his family had been growing
for more than four decades. Among the treasures were some
that had been collected in 1868 by a prospector Òfrom back
EastÓ (whose name has been long forgotten) who was
fascinated by Indian crops. His collection was passed on to
another prospector who eventually gave it to Sonny in 1944,
when he was 9 years old.

Cocopah Sweet Corn is one of the more fast-growing and
productive of the sweet corns in the Homer Owen collection.
Its medium-sized ears have white kernels when ready for
eating, although when dry the ears have red, white, and some
blue kernels.

If you enjoy reading Kevin Dahl’s Edible Phoenix
articles, you’ll want a copy of his new book Native
Harvest: Authentic Southwestern Gardening,
published by the Western National Park
Association, www.wnpa.org. It provides
descriptions and gardening tips for 13 plants
traditionally grown in Arizona from the three
sisters (corn, beans, and squash) to three desert
herbs (cilantro, Mexican tarragon, and 
Mexican oregano).
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