Transoceanic Pre-Columbian Contacts

Considerations of Asian Crops Indicate Longstanding
Transoceanic Pre-Columbian Contacts

Carl L. Johannessen

On the basis of a suggestion from Professor
Steve Jett | went to southern India to discover statuary
evidence of maize in Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist
temples. All the dominating experts in maize research
had said no such evidence existed. Jett had found a
picture of what looked like maize in Hurlimann’s 1967
book, India,. (See Jett in bibliography for summary
statements on diffusion.)

| was already in the Himalayas looking for
information to resolve an earlier controversy raised
by Professor Edgar Anderson (1943) and Stonor and
Anderson, {1949}, that indicated they had found early
evidence of the possible origin of maize in Assam,
northeastern India. Mangelsdorf (1974} and
Mangelsdorf and Oliver (1951} claimed that this
hypothesis by Anderson and Stonor could not be true.
Mangelsdorf and his co-workers had stated that all
the characteristics of maize described by Stonor and
Anderson were present in integrated varieties of maize
in the New World. Later in the same paper, they
admitted that the “Waxy” variety of maize starch,
found by Stoner, was very rare in the New World.
The “Waxy” gene may have been found in American
maize, but it is rare and has not been selected for
and cultivated or used for its “Waxy” starch in the
New World. To me, this was a critical contradiction
to Mangelsdorf’'s and others’ beliefs. Those experts
simply had never seen these Indian sculptures. They,
obviously, never considered the evidence that we
have now demonstrated exists in southern India, such
as our cover picture, To me, the denial of the
importance of “Waxy” starch was a critical
contradiction to the experts’ opinions on maize in
Assam, although it probably has less to do with the
history of maize in South India only 650-1,500 years
ago. Nevertheless, it was logical for me to see the
carvings in southern India as part of an overall effort
to examine the ongoing controversies generated by
proposals for early pre-Columbian contacts with Asia.
| needed to explain substantial amounts of
biogeographic and associated data.

From an early stage in my career, the
archaeological and ethno-biological authorities have
been claiming that no evidence existed of any
significant contact across the oceans prior to
Columbus. This idea appears now to be totally out of
line based on the apparently incontrovertible

evidence that my research has now uncovered. |
suppose that some authorities still may not consider
the maize plant as a significant cultural element in
India. Since | find maize as only one of many crop-
plant-markers of diffusion, | think the early presence
of several crops that are now indicated as having
been in Asia before 1492 A, D. closes the discussion
in favor of their early cultural interactions required
for the dispersals.

On the first trip | made to southern India, we
obtained irrefutable data, to a maize specialist, that
contact with America had to have taken place. The
sites are accessible to anyone interested in evaluating
the evidence. We visited major temples up to 300-
400 miles from Bangalore and Mysore on eight trips
to the modern state of Karnataka to look at evidence
for the introduction of maize from the New World at
least 650-1,500 years ago. Not only are the temples
dated well, even the sculptors, architects, and artists,
who made the sculptures and artworks, are recorded
for most of the sculptures and each of a hundred
temples (Collyer, 1990).

These discoveries presented a real challenge
for me. How does one change the old mind-set of a
profession? This is a difficult question, but individual
examples need to be placed into a wider context if
this is to be accomplished. My studies and writings
attempt to present a comprehensive approach to the
geographic data, concentrating on biological
evidence, of early world trave) and cultural
exchanges. Perhaps this may eventually influence
our educational system to stop perpetuating an
erroneous belief in “no significant early contact”.
Bibliographic references are provided at the end in
of this brief overview allowing interested readers to
see what is developing at the research level.

As a Bio-geographer specializing in Latin
America, | had studied maize for several years among
Amerinds in Central America. Very few if any previous
ethnobiologists, without experience in Asia and
America, were going to successfully challenge the
authority figures in the profession, such as
Mangelsdorf or Galinat or lltis, with this diffusionist
evidence. The statues in the temples from southern
India apparently had not been examined by others
with Latin American experience. Few had studied
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quantities of maize needed to recognize the ancient
shapes of maize from the Americas to see the reality
and significance of their forms in India. | had studied
the maize domestication process and measured
enough corn ears among the indigenous and less
acculturated Amerinds to allow me to make the
critical correlation. The findings support an early
diffusion from the New World. The cover photo is
one of many examples of these sculptures, each one
of the thousand maize ears created in stone had to
have been modeled on a different ear of maize.
Unbiased, American maize-breeders recognize the
validity of these images immediately —and concur
that they are maize.

The evidence of crop plants in India includes
the following facts:

1. Each large-scale carving of maize is distinct. The
other ears in the Indian Temples are as different as
one maize ear is from another primitive one. They
are not mass produced, stone-sculptured copies of
some hypothetical, mythical object. They seem to
be almost “photographic” copies of old style, live
corn ears (Johannessen and Parker, 1989a). Singh
(1977) considered these sculptures of maize in South
India as evidence of early maize on the Sub-continent.
These sculptures are not like the simplistic sketches
found in most Aztec or Toltec stone statues showing
corn ears in the Americas. In the Americas exacting
detail is only found in ceramics in which the actual
ears of corn were pressed into the sides of the pottery
molds before the pot was cast (Eubanks, 1999:1-
249).

2. The shapes in the carvings of maize in the temples
illustrate forms of live ears that are found in the
Americas among non-acculturated, indigenous
farmers, who are relatively uncontaminated with
modern ways, down to the present time
(Johannessen et al., 1970, Johannessen, 1982). The
collections of maize photographs, made by the
authorities in the field like Wellhausen, et al. (including
Manglesdorf) (1951, 1952, 1957, etc.), provide
illustrated booklets of New World corn varieties.
These photographic records, however, ignored many
of the old style, bent and odd shaped ears; the maize
books list mainly the straight, regular shapes and
they failed to illustrate the other ears. The odd ones
were unused and placed in boxes called “Unlabeled,
For Classroom use only.” They remain at the
Herbarium at Harvard University. Happily they kept
many of these ears; anyone examining corncribs in
Latin America will also find these types. The
standardized varieties of the highly selected
representatives that Wellhausen, et al present in their
books also come out of similar, indigenous corneribs.

The Herbarium at the University of Wisconsin,
Madison is much more realistically organized; most
forms are there, within their marvelously varied and
useful collection. One of the scientists in India used
the Wellhausen, et al. photos to prove statistically
that the sculptures of maize in Indian temples of 650
years ago could not have been maize because they
were statistically different from modern maize. Wrong
on two counts, but it was published and has been
cited as a rebuttal, though perhaps by now she
recognizes that error is possible even when very
strong negative statistical evidence has been
calculated. Different populations are different from
one another.

3. The sizes of the kernels are representative of the
proportions of maize kernels in their width/thickness
ratios (W/T) of 7-900 years ago in the American
archaeological crop artifacts (Mangelsdorf and Smith,
1949). They are similar to the size ratios of kernels
in the Indian temples.

4. The modern names of maize in much of India are
very similar to or the same as modern names used
for maize by the Arawak Indian of the Amazon Basin
in Brazil (variations of maka, makkai, etc.)
(Johannessen, 1992). These names have been
incorporated into names for maize in Arabic and
Persian, as well as in India, by implication at an early
time. Granted, the modern usage data can only be
suggestive, because we have no firm record of the
names at 1520 AD, especially in the Amazon basin.
This distribution is probably evidence of ships
rounding the Horn of Africa and sailing before the
Trade Winds to the Amazon River, returning with the
winds at their backs, south of the middle of the South
Atlantic high pressure zone. They may have had to
be careful to not get into the full force of the Roaring
Forties to the south.

5. The early Puranic literature from India has been
translated to indicate maize was recognized as
present early and was important in the fertility rites
for seed-crops and probably for human fertility, too,
in their ceremonies (Johannessen and Parker,
1989b).

6. Sauer, (1968) and Jeffreys (1953) described the
entrance of maize in southern Europe long before
Columbus. Marszewski (1978, 1987, etc.) found
many citations of maize entering into China and the
Asian realm from the West, specifically the Turkey
area. Tokuji (1968), Wang (1988), Zhejiang (1960),
Xian (1988), Ye (1992), Zhang, M. E. (1983), Zhang,
X. L. (1963) all examine evidence for maize and
peanuts in the Chinese scene in ways that will cause
the shift in the diffusion theory as these are digested.
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They make it obvious that the data on maize in India
is probably correct as interpreted by our efforts.

7. Other American crop plants have also been carved
and integrated in load-bearing parts of the wall for
the same stone temples where maize is present.
These other crops are: sunflowers, annona,
cherimoya, pineapple, cashew, bottie gourd,
moschata squash, chili pepper, sweet potato, etc,
(Johannessen and Wang, 1998; Gupta, 1996). Ames
(1934) and Chang (1973 & 1977); Hather and Kirch,
(1991), Peng, (1961); Qin et al, (1962), Rosendhal
and Yen, (1971} pointed out that several of the ancient
crop plants of China or Polynesia were American in
origin.

8. The use of DNA evidence is beginning to
substantiate my findings of probable significant age
in the case of sunflowers (Arias and Riseberg, 1995),
However, these authors did not recognize what they
had shown when they demonstrated that the
populations of sunflower in Russia, Turkey and China
had significantly different DNA fractions from those
same fractions in the United States. At the ground
level, below the skirts of the “maize Goddesses” of
the ternples in India, sunflowers illustrate this other
early American crop plant (Johannessen, 1998).
Sunflowers have recently been shown to have been
present in Tabasco, Mexico over 2,000 years ago.
This indicates that they were spreading more rapidly
than had previously been assumed in the New World,
too.

9. Other scholars are recognizing the presence of
these American crop plants in the early history of
representative art in India, substantiating my
discoveries. In a few cases like the cashew, chilies
and the monstera ornamental leaf plant, they make
major breakthroughs in interpretations for India
(Qupta, 1996 and Gupta and Jain, 1973).

Our findings of American crop plants in other
cultures, such as evidence from early Chinese
archaeology, provide additional support for the
interpretations being given. The discoveries in China
have not yet met with approval from most established
Western academic scholars, who argue that maize
and peanut are not possible to be found in ancient
Asia. It would follow, in their line of thought, that any
evidence that might be present as representational
art would have to be suspect (Johannessen and
Wang, 1998). Academics are often reluctant to
change their positions easily; I doubt even careful
dating by the Chinese of their artifacts with modern
technology will change some minds in the West.

Transoceanic Pre-Columbian Contacts

| do not know when the proper studies will
be done in the mainland areas that have control of
the early evidence. The old paradigms are not easily
broken, and it was disheartening to be told by Chinese
archaeologists, that when they found maize ears in
a 1-2000 year old site, that they threw them away.
The ‘assumption’ was that the corn must have been
due to intrusive, contamination of the site, since no
maize was that old in China. They felt it was not,
therefore, useful to date the maize ears with Carbon
14 methods. | was told that the ears were destroyed!
MNone are left to double-check. There also remain
potential political and other issues as well. It is
heartening that the data on these American plants
are being substantiated by other scientists instead of
being either ignored or claimed to have been
insignificant within cultures using maize (Gupta,
1996).

In the early period of the controversy related
to maize in India, | gave an illustrated lecture showing
the sculptures of maize to the maize breeders of the
United States Department of Agriculture. They were
absolutely positive in their identification of the
sculptures as maize in India and highly supportive of
my hypothesis, as soon as they saw the photos. They
were incredulous that archaeologists or ethno-
biologists would question that these were sculptures
representing maize. Professional maize-breeders do
know the various forms of maize.

My earlier discovery of Asian chickens inthe
pre-Columbian New World greatly adds to my
confidence in the correctness of the data on diffusion
(Johannessen, 1981). The black-boned, black-
skinned, black-meated chickens of Guatemala and
Latin America in general demonstrate that Asiatic
chickens —not Mediterranean ones— were present
in the New World very early. The ways that the
indigenous people of Latin America think about the
usefulness of chickens is totally different from the
European concepts. They did not eat the flesh or eggs
for regular food. They used chickens instead as
ceremonial birds for the benefit of the home or ships
and tools. The melanotic chickens were needed by
native American shamans for use in medical
treatments in the same ways that they were used in
southern China for the same illnesses.

The reverse dispersal of Asian crop plants
from Asia to the Americas supports my findings
(Carter, 1950, 1972, 1974, 1976, & 1988; Heyerdahl,
1952, 1978, & 1997; Hutchinson, et al, 1947;
Jairaszbhoy, 1974, and many others). The most
dramatic evidence of these crops is the coconut from
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the Indian Ocean to the Pacific side of Panama and
Ecuador that was discovered and recorded by Balboa
in 1513 A.D. at the time of his discovery of the Pacific
Ocean for the Spaniards. Another was the cotton
introduced into Peru and Ecuador several thousand
years before that from India or Egypt. This cotton
then hybridized with American, lintless cotton and
was dispersed throughout the Americas as a linted,
tetraploid cotton and even was taken out to Hawaii
and the Marquesas by the time the Spaniards arrived.

In the beginning of the study of voyages of
contact across the Pacific, it has been assumed by
most anthropologists that there was no or insignificant
contact between Easter [sland and the South
American cultures. With the publication of Mellen
Blanco’s (1986) manuscripts of contact by the
Spaniards with Easter Island, Langdon (1988)
translated that manioc from America was present and
we, Johannessen and Wang (1998:26), showed that
maize, squashes, bottle gourd, and edible canna and
achira had also been recorded on the Island at
contact. Despite our findings in an original document
in Spanish, a recent report has claimed that these
species did not exist on Easter Island.

Other cultural geography studies indicate that
these results are rational because of the presence of
technological traits and innovations that show early
contact, unequivocally. Objective scientists link these
traits with the pre-Columbian crop evidence as
already discussed. Many authors have supplied
evidence of the contacts and have been largely
ignored, but are being shown to have been correct
{Carter, 1976; Ford, 1969; Jett, 1968, 1970, 1978,
& 1999; Meggers, 1975, 1976, 1992, & 1997;
Meggers and Evans, 1966; Needham and Lu, 1985;
Sorenson, 1971, 1981; Sorenson and Raish, 1990 &
1996; Tolstoy, 1963, 1974, 1991; etc.). The cultural
traits, among many others, that clinch the discussion
include: barkcloth manufacture and use, weaving and
dyeing technology, writing, pottery making,
metallurgy, musicology, and armaments like the
blowgun, wheels, etc. were in the New and Old Worlds
before the Spaniards arrived. These traits have been
claimed to have been invented twice in both
hemispheres, but now evidence of the presence of
ancient crop plants demonstrates that contact was
real. Transoceanic diffusion had occurred.

Conclusions:

[t appears that the tide may be turning,
gradually. The recognition of transoceanic diffusion
has been at a low ebb tide for long enough. My
research indicates that maize {(or corn in the United
States) and sunflowers, as examples, are clearly

demonstrated in the sub-continent of India. American
crop plants that have been in the process of
domestication for thousands of years on one
continent, then appear to have been transferred to
another continent. This evidence should help to break
the old barriers established preventing scholarly
consideration of early transoceanic cultural diffusion.
A need for a tremendous amount of scientific effort
is recognized as this new paradigm becomes
accepted in the years to come. This recognition
changes the way we view the distribution of every
species: plants, animals, their parasites, and
microorganisms.

We can no longer claim, on an a-priori basis,
that species that evolved in one location or continent
could not have been living on another at 1500 A. D.,
or that the only explanation was post-Columbian
transfer of what we now see, “Stowaway” seeds may
inadvertently have been carried on board their ancient
trading ships. The flora of the world has to be
rechecked with these several possibilities in mind.
Weeds are marvelously adapted to travel with
humans. The work of checking the paleontology of
every species that exists on more than one continent,
before its origins are known is a daunting task! The
botanists, paleontologists, and geographers will have
a lot of work before certainty is assembled again.

It appears that many ancient cultures traded
ideas and items with several others, either by
intermediaries, or directly by land or water. Human
traits from languages to myths to technologies to
religions are all truly worthy of being understood
correctly as to their origins and their dispersals, With
very few exceptions, comparisons of art, literature,
religions, myths, and ceremonies have not been
studied across the ocean “barriers” between the New
and Old World, all because the dominant paradigm
deemed it worthless to try to study where no contact
had occurred. All the domesticated crop plant
evidence of diffusion of maize, sunflowers, etc.
presented in the above article is irrevocable and is in
the process of changing that paradigm. The Tanned

skinned people of the tropical world had already

traveled and traded across the oceans before the
Iberians. We need to catch up to realities of history,
so let us get to work.
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Excerpt from an Interview with Carl Johannesen
{August 2004, conducted by Lauren Polansky)

LP: When did you first become interested in being an
ethnobiologist?

CJ: My interest began with a University course concerning
the dormestication process, conducted by Carl Sauer in 1952
at Cal Berkeley. Sauer got me started studying the Geogra-
phy of Latin America. | worked plants in the savannahs of
interior Honduras for my PhD dissertation,

I then began studying the way people had changed genetic
makeup of plants. My interests were stimulated on a study
of the Pejibaye palm as suggested by Edgar Anderson. |
spent approximately 3 summers on it, gradually getting
students frorn the Departments of Geography and Anthro-
pology at the University of Oregon to work with me.

LP: How did you become interested in American Indian
corn?

CJ: I shiffed to another study of Edgar Anderson’s interests,
which was early corn in Asia. Maize has been modified for
a long time and is now thought to be a New World plant.
Although | have not found the definitive evidence to prove
Anderson was correct about the origin of maize in Asia, ! did
find sculptures that prove the Asians know of maize and used
it in their agriculture.

LP: What do you think is the role of corn in the sculptures of
India?

CJ: There are several varieties of corn, as shown in their
sculptures from about 1-2 thousand years ago in India
proper. Maize is grown up in the hills as well as in the flats,
especially in the region 2 -300 kilometers around Mysore
and Bangalore. Yet in the Himalayan mountains, maize is
found with up to seven ears per stalk and even some of the
starches are organized in strange ways, atypical of Ameri-
can corn. Maize provides half the calories of these Indian
Hill People.

In the sculptures in Karnataka Province large size comn is
being held by voluptuous women. At the bottom of the skirts
of these Goddesses (if that's what they are}, are sunfiowers
that peak above the horizon and indicate that offerings are
to be made at dawn and dusk. Since these Goddesses
hold maize it may indicate that people should make offer-
ings of corn at the temple. It seems that it may have been a
religious phenomenon.

The sunflower at the base of their skirts of these maize
Goddesses, possibly, may be a symbol that relates to the
calendric significance of the sun in religious life. Shiva's
“transportation”, Nandi, the buil, in front of the termples, have
sunflowers carved on them, sometirnes, and this fact re-
lates to when light shines in on Shiva at the center of the
temple for a few minutes twice a year.
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