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Bemba, after leaving their country to work in urban areas in the south, say they find it 

difficult to adjust themselves to the maize flour "mealie meal" they are given there. One 

old man probably too fixed in his gastric habits to become adapted to town life said, 

"Yes, first I ate through one bag of [maize] flour and then a second. Then at last I said, 

'Well, there it is! There is no food to be found among the Europeans."' 

Audrey Richards, Land, Laboul; and Diet in Nortlzern Rlzodesia (1939) 


The old man's complaint about maize as "European" food in Audrey Richards' 
now classic 1939 field study reflected his obvious disdain for the new food of 
the mines and cities of colonial Northern Rhodesia (Zambia). His perception of 
maize as "European" food was, however, anachronistic even in 1939, reflecting 
a landscape of memory rather than the creep of agrarian modernism and the 
maize-based diet of an urban wage-labor economy. In fact, by the 1930s diets 
and farm plots all over twentieth-century Africa were rapidly changing their 
seasonal tastes, textures and colors to reflect the inexorable spread of a food 
crop with origins in the New World, but with an increasingly African personal- 
ity. These dramatic changes over the past three decades have now superceded 
the analysis and speculative data of Marvin Miracle's classic work Maize in 
Tropical Africa, and call for a reinterpretation of maize's historical trajectory in 
Africa2 The chronology and meaning of maize's expansion in Africa are the 
subjects of this article. 

By the last decade of the twentieth century a tidal wave of maize had engulfed 
Africa, save its driest and wettest crannies, supplanting historical African food 
grains like sorghum, millet, and rice. Maize's recent spread has been alarming- 
ly fast, with the historical and social implications of that change receiving scant 
consideration by social scientists. In southern Africa maize has become by far 
the most important staple food, accounting for over 50% of calories in local di- 
ets; in Malawi alone, maize occupies 90% of cultivated land and 54% of 
Malawians' total calories. Malawians of the late twentieth century state that 
"clzinzango ndi moyo (maize is our life)." Far from considering it as a European 
food like the Bemba man above, Malawians have forgotten maize's New World 
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TABLE I: 
Maize Calorie Consuinption as % of Total Diet 

origins and call their favorite variety "clzinzango clza inakola (maize of the an- 
ce~tors) ."~In the modern landscapes of Zambia that soon enveloped the world 
of the old Bemba man, the impact is even greater: Zambia has the world's high- 
est percentage of maize consumption in the national diet (58% of total calories). 
In South Africa itself, maize comprises 60% of all land planted in cereals and 
40% of total calories consumed. 

Like Zambia, many of Africa's modern agrarian and urban landscapes have 
come to bear the imprint of this single crop. Maize has been the leading edge 
of an African agrarian transformation with ambiguous consequences: of the 
twenty-three countries in the world with the highest percentage of maize con- 
sumed in national diets, sixteen are in Africa (see Table Moreover, the top 
three countries on this list are all in Africa (Zambia, Malawi, and Lesotho), and 
surpass even Guatemala and Mexico, maize's homelands. In East Africa as a 
whole, maize accounts for 30% of all calories; Kenya and Tanzania are sixth 
and fifteenth on the world list of percentage consumption. Ethiopia, one of the 
world's centers of genetic diversity in crop germplasm, now produces more of 
this New World food than any other crop.5 

While the Americas produce more of their native crop in total volume, the over- 
all impact of maize may be greatest in Africa, where its growth as a major food 
source has paralleled the continent's economic and nutritional crises. Since its 



original arrival with missionaries, merchants, and slave traders, the crop has ex- 
panded its domain in fits and starts. But in the last two decades, maize's rapid 
advance as a major food crop in Africa has caught the imaginations of agricul- 
tural economists and international policy planners, who see it as an agricultur- 
al sea change possibly equivalent to Asia's Green Revolution of the 1 9 7 0 ~ . ~  
Entrepreneurial academic economists like Carl Eicher and Derek Byerlee see 
the dominance of maize in Zimbabwe, Kenya, Malawi, and South Africa as a 
free market economic miracle. Nobel laureate Norman Bourlag, icon of Asia's 
wheatlrice-based green revolution, has also taken up the cause. He argues, 
through the organization Sasakawa Global 2000, that the technologies and new 
crop varieties already exist to launch Africa's equivalent of Asia's wheatlrice 
revolution of the mid-1970s, this time with maize adoption as its most visible 
exp~ess ion.~ 

These bold claims suggest the need more fully to understand maize's histor- 
ical role in Africa. The purpose here is to outline maize's historical engagement 
with the landscapes of Africa over half a millennium (1500-1999); i.e., from 
its introduction in around 1500 to its current apotheosis as Africa's dominant 
food crop. I thus will trace the history of maize's arrival into African fields, stor- 
age cribs, grinding stones and diets; its entrance into local rural scenes; and its 
ascension as a major dramatis persona in Africa's food supply of the late twen- 
tieth century. 

M A I Z E  AS R E P E R T O R Y  ACTOR 

Maize expresses its own history in its genetic makeup, its varieties and land 
races, its agronomic imperatives, its qualities as food, and in its own peculiar 
symbiosis with its human hosts and the land they inhabit. If the documentary 
record of maize is often maddeningly elusive, the crop is nonetheless a versa- 
tile historical player that both shapes and takes the shape of the societies that 
cultivate it. By knowing the plant's genetic endowments and agronomic idio- 
syncrasies we can read nuances and even evidence of dramatic historical shifts 
into the disappointingly bare formal historical record. 

While maize comes in five phenotypes-sweet, pop, floury, dent, and flint- 
all its forms derive from a single ancestor domesticated in central Mexico 
around seven thousand years ago. Though the exact date and circumstances of 
Zea nzays' first cultivation is a mystery, by 1500A.D. the Aztec and Mayan civ- 
ilizations had long called the descendants of that plant "maize," literally "that 
which sustains life," and claimed that the crop was flesh and blood itself. In the 
modern economies of the US. ,  East Asia, and Europe, however, it is the ulti- 
mate "legible" industrial raw material: agribusiness uses its starches and cellu- 
lose for fuel, fodder, paint, plastic, and peni~i l l in .~  

As a food plant maize has a split personality, appearing in some times and 
places as a vegetable crop in the garden, and at others as a grain in the field. On 
a farm it can be either, or both. As a household garden crop, people eat maize 
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at its green, milky stage, boiled as a snack, or roasted on the cob. As a field crop, 
farmers broadcast seeds onto prepared plots and harvest the dried ears; women 
grind its kernels for flour. In a strict nutritional and physiological sense, maize 
is a vegetable rather than a grain, offering vitamins A, C, and E (some of the 
ways in which a vegetable is defined nutritionally), but lacks the lower B vita- 
mins that characterize a true grain such as sorghum or wheat. Corn is high in 
carbohydrates but low in useable protein, especially the vital amino acids ly- 
sine and tryptophan; its leucine content blocks absorption of niacin, a vitamin 
whose absence causes protein deficiency.9 When sown as a field crop, howev- 
er, maize takes the mantle of a grain, often replacing true grains like wheat, rice, 
sorghum, or millet. In modern commodity markets maize appears as a grain; 
commercial farmers cultivate, harvest, process, and store it agronomically as 
such. In the late twentieth century as it has approached the status of a monocrop 
on African farms. Maize has overwhelmingly and permanently taken on a 
grain's dietary personality. 

As a grain, maize yields more food per unit of land and labor than any oth- 
er. Yet, to those in Africa and in the non-industrial world, seduced by maize's 
obvious virtues, corn has also revealed a darker side. It is highly sensitive to 
deprivation of water, sunlight, and nitrogen; it rots easily in tropical storage. 
Even a few days of drought at the time of tasseling can ruin a crop. Thus, maize 



250 J A M E S  M C C A N N  

the Andean highlands. Each of these regions contributed a different set of traits 
that made particular maize land races adaptable to specific ecologies of the Old 
World. Nestled in new African ecological critches after 1500, maize allowed 
Old World farmers to tease out new expressions from its genetic palette. 

In its modern form maize has spread as a grain, in hybrid and open-pollinat- 
ing varieties that are products of the commercial breeding programs of gov- 



we call maize in the western islands and which is like chi~kpeas." '~ By the mid- 
dle of the seventeenth century, European references to maize in settings in West 
Africa became more commonplace. French scholar Dominique JuhC-Beaulaton 
has cited in great detail historical "recit[s] de voyage" that describe the appear- 
ance of maize on West Africa's Gold Coast beginning in the early seventeenth 
century. She notes that by the late seventeenth century the cultivation of both 
millet and sorghum declined dramatically against maize. By the eighteenth cen- 
tury maize was the principal ce're'ale cultive'e in the region. Only in two areas, 
the Volta river delta and at coastal Axim, did rice remain the dominant cereal.16 

In southern Africa, maize still had not arrived at the Cape by 1652;Jan Van 
Riebeeck did not report seeing it there in that year, despite his hope to identify 
new local food sources. As part of his plan to provision Dutch East India Com- 
pany ships he asked for maize seed to be sent from home, to test its value at his 
planned supply station.17 

The threads of cultural, aesthetic, and popular responses by African peoples 
who appropriated the New World crop into their diets and economic lives pro- 
vide more enigmatic evidence of maize's arrival in Africa. One measure of 
local perceptions of the new crop, and the timing of its local arrival, is the fas- 
cinating panoply of names that African languages attach to maize. One com- 
mon Old World practice for naming the new arrival was the use of a name for 
an already-known grain, combined with popular ideas about its provenance. 
In highland Ethiopia, Semitic speakers called it yabaher rlzashela (lit. "the 
sorghum [from] the sea"); in Malawi, speakers of Chichewa called it chinzan-
ga (lit. "from the coast"), indicating a similar perception of its origin; on the 
East African coast the Kiswahili word is muhindi (lit. "the grain of India"). 
Among East African language groups (Chagga, Akamba, the neA0-uTj�2r0lo 1.072 0 h of 
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"[countries] where maize comes from." The Akan call the English (their colo- 
nizers) abrofo, a similar reference to the maize-foreigner a s s o c i a t i ~ n . ~ ~  

West African societies also appropriated maize imagery into elements of rit- 
ual, popular oral tradition, sumptuary 
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into the crop's historical geography. Though all maize types can cross-pollinate, 
each of the many cultivars has distinctive characteristics in its starch content, 
number of rows, color, insect resistance, maturity dates, etc. Farmers and con- 
sumers select from these traits every year, when choosing the taste, appearance, 
and growth characteristics of the next year's seed. Each of the five major types 
of maize (sweet, pop, floury, flint, dent) moved into Old World settings having 
already evolved within distinctive New World ecologies and farming tech- 
niques. 

The political geography of Europeans' New World conquests and trans- 
Atlantic trade thus determined the patterns of maize's genetic emigration to 
Africa. Spanish ships, for example, began their New World contacts with the 
Caribbean, and first encountered distinctive Caribbean flint maizes, identifiable 
by their hard starch, early maturation, and variegated bright colored grains (es- 
pecially red Spanish flint maize). Thus, varieties with striking red kernels first 
came to the Old World at Seville, then moved on to Venice, and then to Africa 
via Egypt and the Nile Valley, where many observers and local names remark 
on their striking red color.26 ,8�0 Tc 4stk11a.-1.215 Tdrs by n a m e c a s 6 T d � ( o n  )  T d 0 - 1 . 4 e n  9  v N 5 5 z d  ua�0..893 0 Td�0 0 Td�(wi Td4134ains )Tj�2.793 ts5 Td�(by )Tj/



economy. The floury maize that dominated much of West Africa until the late 
twentieth century served not as a vegetable, but as a grain paired with New 
World root crops such as cassava and yam. Floury maize provided the carbo- 
hydrates essential to support large concentrations of population (see the Asante 
case below). 

Floury maize, like its flint cousin, offered new options to West African farm- 
ers, who needed an annual crop that could adjust to a forest-savanna mosaic, 
thrived in newly cleared forest soils, was transportable, divisible for taxation, 
and resistant to the pre-harvest bird damage that plagued sorghum, millet, and 
rice. In West Africa, as in northern China, maize proved to be an excellent "re- 
lay" crop, planted between rows of cowpeas that mature in succession, and in 
intercropping with other food crops, especially nitrogen-fixing legumes like 
beans and peas. Most importantly, maize proved a pioneer crop pa r  excellence 
for establishing forest fallow cultivation systems in new frontier forest settle- 
ments (see below).31 

Outside of West Africa, maize had a different history of movement and adop- 
tion. Maize appeared in most areas of Africa within a century of the birth of the 
Atlantic system, but often unobtrusively, as a novelty or niche crop. In Ethiopia 
in 1623, Caspar Bauhin reported seeing a "pod" maize, a type with each kernel 
encased in a husk formed by the enlarged glumes of the cob, though there is no 
documentary evidence of extensive cultivation of maize in the highlands until 
1805. Farmers on the Ethiopian highlands obviously kept maize within their 
repertoire as a garden vegetable crop, but disdained its use as a field crop until 
well into the twentieth century.32 

Elsewhere in eastern Africa the geography of maize followed closely on the 
penetration of mercantile imperialism and then formal colonialism. Along the 
Swahili coast sixteenth-century Portuguese settlers began cultivating maize to 
provision their garrison at Mombasa, and it became one of the staples of the 
mid-nineteenth century Swahili caravan towns that helped coastal traders pen- 
etrate the Great Lakes region. Maize appeared as part of the farm repertoire in 
early European accounts of local farming systems which were generally dom- 
inated by starchy bananas (matooke), New World root crops (including cassa- 
va and sweet potatoes), and African cereals. In Uganda by 1860 maize appeared 
in the garden agriculture of most of the major state systems-Buganda, Buny-
oro, Toro, Ankole, and Acholi-where maize as a low-labor annual crop com- 
plemented perennial banana cultivation and local horticultural traditions. By 
1876 on the shores of Lake George, Henry Stanley found local cultivation of 
"an abundance of Indian corn, millet, sweet potatoes, bananas, and sugar 
cane."33 By 1880 Emin Pasha (a European entrepreneur turned potentate) re- 
ported that maize was widely cultivated in the Acholi region of Uganda, where 
he had undertaken to introduce a "horse-tooth" maize variety [probably an 
American dent] that "thrives Other Europeans dutifully recorded maize 
as a food or field crop in their travels, though it was African farmers who found 
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ways to build it into the rhythms of labor, diet, and daily life. In Western Kenya 
it was women, who had lost male labor to early urban migrations, who were the 
most active innovators. In 1917a new white dent maize was novel enough that 
Luo women called the new crop orobi (or Nairobi, after the capital, founded in 
1901),perhaps a sign that it marked a new era in their economic lives.35 

Maize in southern Africa followed a somewhat different chronology of con- 
tact, though like in other regions the crop percolated onto African farms through 
international trade and population movements. Portuguese trade seems to have 
provided the earliest introduction, as suggested by use of names such as zabiir- 
ro (in Mozambique, from the Portuguese rnilho zaburro), masa mampiito (in 
Angola, lit. "grain of the white man"), and rnealie (Afrikaans, from Portuguese 
milho), a term used by many linguistic cultures in South Africa and Zimbab- 
we.36 Other cultures use names with more enigmatic referents, or have bor- 
rowed names from neighboring cultures where the crop had had a longer his- 
tory. Swazi traditions, for example, associate maize's arrival with the origins of 
their Dlamini royal clan, but the siSwati language borrows the Zulu term ~n'liin- 
gu (lit. white man).37 Among the northern Tswana, maize arrived with mis- 
sionaries who established agricultural stations as part of mission churches. As 
in the memory of the Bemba man quoted at the outset, southern African diets 
up to the first third of the twentieth century still consisted of sorghum and mil- 
let, reflecting landscapes where maize was sometimes known but never domi- 
nant. 

Maize made its early appearance in southern African farms and gardens not 
as a protagonist, but as part of a supporting cast that fit into seasonal cycles or 
specific soil niches between the older staple crops, or alongside other New 
World CmigrCs such as cassava, beans, or pumpkins. Brazilian coastal flints, 
perhaps the first maize imports to southern Africa, adapted well to the drier ar- 
eas favored by South African livestock-raising peoples. If flint yields did not 
challenge drought-resistant sorghum, fresh maize was edible earlier in the hun- 
gry season and could stay longer in the field without bird damage. 

In areas to the north of the Limpopo river, early flint maize moved in tandem 
with the penetration of the Indian Ocean economy from the east. By the mid- 
dle of the nineteenth century, maize was already part of a hand-hoe based, 
woodland fallow cropping system in low population areas of southern Malawi, 
where bush fallow was the norm. Maize then spread into the Shire highlands 
along with new varieties of cotton that reflected the growing regional exchange 
e c ~ n o m y . ~ ~In drier areas of that region, where finger millet and sorghum were 
still the dominant starchy staples, farmers planted the moisture-sensitive maize 
seed (mostly flint varieties) in moist alluvial patches (darnbo land), which they 
then covered with sand to prevent waterlogging and evaporation. Malawian 
farmers, in fact, preferred these local flints to more "modern" dent varieties un- 
til late in the twentieth century. On the farm, Africa's early flinty maizes prob- 
ably also appealed to women, who preferred flint maize's high flour-to-grain 



extraction rate because the flint germ separates from the bran more easily in the 
mortar than that of higher-yielding dent types. The longer husk of flint maize 
also protected ears from weevils in the field and during storage.39 

It seems that black South African farmers embraced the floury and flint 
maizes on their farms long before white settlers did. Even at the end of the nine- 
teenth century, white South African farmers still argued that maize was a "Kaf- 
fir" crop, with little commercial value. In South Africa's largest maize growing 
area in 1914, the Orange Free State, only 2.25% of the province's area was 
planted to the crop, 



carbohydrates. Wild yams and other tubers were part of the forest's biodiversi- 
ty, but were too scarce to provide the caloric base for an army, a bureaucracy, 
a population of town-dwellers, or nucleated villages of taxpayers. While low- 
land rice (Oryza glaberrirna) was endemic to the northern Upper Guinea forest 
in Sierra Leone and Guinea, it seems not to have made an impact on the drier, 
semi-deciduous forests of central Ghana and the historical Gold Coast.42 Oth- 
er African grains, such as sorghum and millet, which sustained most dense sa- 
vanna settlements, were long-maturing, needing ample sunlight and a long dry 
season to ripen into viable food. Yams were a source of carbohydrates and well- 
adapted to shady plots and forest soils, but were also a long-maturing, labor- 
intensive root crop that was more a prestige food than a reliable staple.43 For- 
est soils were fertile and moist on surface levels, where leaf debris decomposed, 
but sunlight-the forest's most precious commodity-rarely reached the floor 
of the closed canopy forest. The tallest trees won the competition for sunlight, 
allowing only shade-loving plants to occupy the vegetative understory. 

It requires a fairly bold vision to solve the historical puzzle of how the foun- 
dations of forest state-craft and population density were successfully laid in this 
region, given the paucity of archaeological and historical evidence. Historian 
Ivor Wilks takes one such approach, using tantalizing shreds of historical evi- 
dence and the botanical facts of forest ecology and crop agronomy. He has 
linked a description of the Akan people's development of a distinctive forest 
fallow agriculture to the conjuncture of the emerging Atlantic economy. To this 
convincing but still speculative formula, we need to add maize as an essential 
ingredient. 

The fundamental issues constraining human forest settlement were: (1) how 
to remove high canopy, primary forest He5 0e0658 Tc 4o8T4tlining (1) 



Nineteenth-century observers tell us that this ecological revolution had al- 
ready taken place when they first visited the forest zone. By the time of Dupuis' 
1820 visit to the Asante heartland, the forest fallow system was well entrenched 
and much of the land clear felled, leaving a landscape akin to "the country gar- 
dens of Europe."45 How was this cleared and cultivated landscape achieved, 
given the labor costs of the initial clearance? 

Wilks answers the labor question with intriguing oral and documentary evi- 
dence that points to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as the time of a crucial 
conjuncture, which drew new human populations into the central forest and pro- 
vided the social and institutional mechanisms (matriclans or abiisua) to inte- 
grate them. The first European contacts with the West African coast, which ar- 
rived in the fifteenth century in search of gold, found that there was already an 
active slave trade bringing captive labor from the Niger delta to the Ghanaian 
coast. As the Portuguese traders quickly learned, the easiest way to obtain gold 
from the mines of central Ghana was to transport slaves from elsewhere on the 
West African coast to the new (founded in 1482) Atlantic entrep6t at El Mina.46 
The incorporation of these new populations as slaves, fictive kin, and depen- 
dents thus provided both the labor and the mechanisms of social coercion that 
permitted state systems to evolve. 

One element of this story points directly to the early 1500s as a take-off point 
for changes in the ecosystem: the arrival from Central and South American for- 
est ecosystems of new food crops ideally suited to feeding expanding forest 
polities. New World food crops-cassava, cocoyam, cowpeas, and above all, 
maize-brought by Portuguese ships to provision their coastal fortresses and 
island plantations, spread quickly beyond the fortress gardens. The infusion of 
these plants spurred an agricultural carbohydrate revolution that allowed peo- 
ples of the Upper Guinea forest to feed a dense, growing population, and fos- 
tered an elite political class, royal courts, and a standing army. Maize and cas- 
sava together were the nutritional wedge of a human assault on the forest 
landscape, intended to convert the forest's biomass and energy into useable car- 
bohydrate calories. The primary weapon was a local "forest fallow" repertoire, 
a historically-accumulated body of local knowledge combined with revolu- 
tionary new plant germplasms. 

Observers had been describing elements of the forest fallow farming system 
since the early nineteenth century, but its fullest elaboration appears in the in- 
sightful field work of anthropologist Kojo Amanor. What Amanor, working in 
the 1990s, describes as a twentieth-century adaptation, historical documents 
and data from other forest zones suggest was in fact a historical process that 
evolved over time, and which, as a system (or, more accurately, a set of related 
but localized practices), was in place throughout central Ghana after the six- 
teenth century, when forest farmers and gatherers first added maize and cassa- 
va to specialized niches w.021 0 Tdeu(niches )Tj�2.9uirst fallow 3 Td-1.215 Td�(sigh7e)Tj�st2Td�(firsts )Tj�1.87 0 Td�rfl was fallow 3 Td-1.215 reTd�(place6 Td-1.215 n56monm0263proir )Tj�0.0132 OTc 1.819 as Td�(working )Tj�3.76- niches elj�4.118 0 Td�(firec301farmers )Tj�3.486 0 Tl9athe was six- 

place6 Td-1.215 nuc 1.945 02s 7�(as Td�(worWeng )Tj�3i( )ae1.3682 Tm�(Observerntral )Tj�u6co6t01.2 Tc 2.4256Td�(descrirplace )Toi�-137 0 T0s2auB8w"r3h771r.728 0 (twentieth-century )Tj�7.8lgo 0nrc j�0allow 3 Td-1.215 ri0 T>aa�(since )Tj�2.aggest )Tj/v�(as Td�(7h-cd-1.21D9)Tj~7Td-1.21D9)Tj�<aM8od-1.2155e Td�(then )Tj�0.02�(added )Tj�2.754 0 Tlj�0.0132 Tc 4.eocalized 
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two seasons of rainfall and a season of dry winds (the harnzattan) that blows 
dry air and dust from the Sahel toward the Gulf of Guinea. The heavy rains take 
place between March and early July; a second, lesser rainy season begins in 
September and lasts until October and allows the cultivation of a second crop. 
The farm cycle begins with the clearing of fields for the primary farm between 
December and January. Farmers use cutlasses to slash and remove the under- 
story of shrubs and ground cover. They then cut major branches from large trees 
(a practice known as pollarding) to open the canopy cover and add leaf debris 
as a mulch to the soil's surface. 

With the beginning of rains in March, farmers place leaf debris, smaller 
branches, and other now-dried vegetation into piles for controlled burning. Fire 
reduces forest biomass to ash, and destroys insects and small weeds. Burning 
also releases phosphorous and singes the leaves and branches that may fall to 
the ground, thus adding organic matter to soil, enhancing the layer of mulch and 
increasing sunlight's penetration to the forest floor. Clearing, burning and pol- 
larding, in effect, convert the energy stored above ground in the form of vege- 
tation into soil nutrients, to feed nitrogen-loving food crops fall 9 a  1 . 9 v e g  3 . 4 6 6  0  T d 3 o  mud�(to )Tj�dTj�0e4l aito 





could see large fields of near ripe maize and sorghum (large millet). The inhabitants had 
built their huts on the steepest summits, as a precaution against enemy attacks. Those 
who were busy in the plantations fled at our approach." 

By the 1830s, the Basotho had moved back onto lower cultivable lands, re- 
claiming pediment soils and territory that included abundant winter lowland 
grazing on sweet Ther~zeda trian~la grasses. Maize already appears to have been 
well established within the local diet, particularly as a vegetable that refugees 
could harvest early, roast quickly or prepare at a milky stage well before a sea- 
son's planting of sorghum was mature. In 1840, Thomas Arbousset, accompa- 
nied by the Basotho chief Moshoeshoe and his son, visited the chief of an iso- 
lated village tucked into the Maluti Mountains: 

. . . the good man offered us some sweet reeds; then his wives arrived to roast some corn 
cobs; frorn tirne to time they also brought us a kind of rnoist bread or M.p2 0ta 2.1,
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production. The arrival of the railroad at Kimberly in 1885 also opened the re- 
gional markets to cheap grain imports and new ideas from Australia and the 
United States. A critical introduction from these contacts was a new maize type: 
the American medium-late white dent maize known as "Hickory King," a va- 
riety that was to become the progenitor of most of South African (and, later, 
East African) commercial maize types over the course of the twentieth centu- 
ry. Hickory King was an eight-row, large-grained dent variety that tolerated 
poor soils but outyielded the older flint maizes. Dent maize, in contrast to its 
hard-starched flint cousin, not only had higher yields than older varieties and 
sorghum, but also had a soft starch suited to the mechanized milling of mining 
towns and new highveld urban areas.56 Dent maize now offered the possibili- 
ty of maize production on an industrial scale for export, and as a cash crop for 
both highveld black sharecroppers and commercial farms after the 1910s. Dent 
maize also provided a direct link to an international revolution in dryland agri- 
culture, centered in the American midwest, that had begun to leapfrog into 
Canada, Argentina, Brazil, Australia, and, after 1917, the Soviet Union. Pro- 
duction on this grand scale made South African maize a potentially exportable 
commodity, valued in new international markets not as a subsistence food but 
as an industrial raw material (starch).57 

The same regional economic boom that fueled the agriculture of South 
Africa's maize triangle also increasingly drew Basotho male labor to the mines 
and away from full-time agriculture. In 1873 fifteen thousand drew 8
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(1962):ll. Robert Harms tells me that the French slaving ship Diligent called in at Sao 
Tom6 in December and January of 1731 and 1732, where it took on cassava flour and 
"une Demy gamelle De mil," as food for the middle passage. The latter may be maize 
rather than millet, since maize is elsewhere described as a major provision for such ves- 
sels calling at Sao TomC. It is not clear why the Diligent did not take on maize, though 
perhaps the harvest was delayed. 

16. Dominique JuhC-Beaulaton, "La diffusion du mai's sur les cbtes de l'or det des 
esclaves aux XVII et XVIII sikcles," Review fran~ois  d'histoire d'outre-me6 77 (1990): 
188-90. 

17. A. J. H. Goodwin, "The Origin of Maize," The South AfricanArchaeologicnI Bu1- 
letin, 8 (1953):13. 

18. A. C. A. Wright, "Maize Names as Indicators of Economic Contacts," The Ugan- 
du Journal, 13, 1 (1949):64. Wright mentions a Portuguese manuscript of 1634 that 
refers to maize production on Pemba island. By contrast, historian Steven Feierman tells 
me that the Shambai word for maize is mpemba, derived from the word for sorghum. 

19. For many other West African languages the evidence is not at all clear. See Chris- 
tine Chiang, "Determining the Origins of Maize in West Africa Using Ethnolinguistic 
Evidence," unpublished paper, UCLA, 1997, 4. These names suggest possible patterns 
of adoption, though any conclusions can only be speculative and await a more detailed, 
systematic linguistic survey. A similar case is seen in India, where the Hindi word mak-
ka, or mukka joual; implies an introduction from Arabia and the Eastern Mediterranean. 
In each of these cases it seems likely that maize returned with hqjji, whose pilgrimages 
provided both intellectual and agronomic cross-fertilization. 

20. My thanks to Dr. Edward Kissi for this information. 
21. R. S. mu
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less favor among farmers, especially women, who preferred the soft starches more suit- 
able to hand-milling. Current "local" maize varieties in Ghana are semi-dent floury 
types. Interview with S. Twumasi-Afriyie, Kumasi, July 
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