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MAIZE: SACRED GRAIN OF THE AMERICAS 

Student Information Sheet

How many of you enjoy eating popcorn, corn on the cob, posole or cornbread? We can thank the native 
people of Mexico and the Ancestral Pueblo people of the Southwest for the development of corn. Corn was 
originally called maize (maíz in Spanish) but today we call it corn, and its scientific name is Zia mays. 

About 6,250 years ago the early people who lived in 
the mountains of southern Mexico discovered that 
the seeds of a special grass called Teosinte could be 
roasted and popped like our popcorn. They began to 
take care of these plants and gradually developed 
larger ears and many varieties of maize. The seeds 
were dried and stored for planting in the spring and for 
times of drought. This was the beginning of the domes-
tication of corn.

As early as 3500 years ago, maize reached the south-
west as the native people traded with each other. Over 
hundreds of years these early farmers developed maize 
seeds that grew on even larger cobs and were many 
different colors. 

Agriculture developed as more families came together 
in large s and needed more food to eat. The Ancestral Pueblo farmers also domesticated beans and 
squash. Along with corn, they were considered sacred plants because they fed the people and together 
they were known as The Three Sisters. 

Lack of water in the deserts of the southwest made farming very challenging. The corn, as well as beans 
and squash, needed water to grow. The Ancestral Pueblo farmers developed many ways to capture the 
water from winter snows and summer rains. Grid gardens were made by lining up large rocks, some-
times the size of a football, in square patterns. Inside the squares they placed a layer of small river rocks 
or gravel. The corn, beans and squash seeds were planted among these rocks. The rocks kept the ground 
moist and warm in spring and moist and cool in the summer. On Mesa Prieta some of these ancient grid 
gardens can still be seen. The Ancestral Pueblo people knew how to live well in a dry, desert landscape.

In order to make food for their families, the Pueblo women 
would rub two corn cobs together. That would make the ker-
nels come off. Using a large, flat rock called a metate and a 
smaller rock, called a mano, the women would grind the hard 
kernels into corn meal. They used corn meal to thicken stews 
and to make corn cakes. Just like maize, beans and squash 
were dried for storage. The beans that the Pueblo people ate 
were smaller than our pinto beans but they were cooked the 
same way by boiling in water. When they ate the corn and 
beans together, they ate a complete protein. The squash gave 
them many vitamins.

 

 

The two oldest maize cobs in the New World from 
Guilá Naquitz Cave, Mexico. The bottom cob is 

about 1 in. long. (From Piperno and Flannery, 2001)
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The Three Sisters kept the Pueblo people very healthy. When we eat the Three Sisters today it helps 
us to stay healthy.

The most important thing about corn is its sacredness. Native people in all parts of the Americas grow 
corn for food and also for use in ceremonies and for prayers. The corn plants are treated with great 
respect. Sacred corn meal and corn pollen are sometimes carried in a pouch and sprinkled on the ground 
as a prayer. Ears of corn are often carried during corn dances. As you watch the corn dance at a local 
Pueblo, you too can thank the corn for all the good food that it gives you. And before you leave the Pueblo, 
be sure to thank the spirits of the ancient Pueblo farmers who domesticated the corn. 

 
Corn Dance Ceremony Myth, 1938, 

by Ignacio Moquino (Waka), Zia Pueblo. 
NM Department of Cultural Affairs.
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ANCESTRAL PUEBLO FARMING METHODS- DRAWINGS

Student Activity Sheet

Drawings by Roxanne Swentzell, from 
“Water Harvesting Traditions in the Desert 
Southwest,” by Joel Glanzberg, Permaculture 
Design Journal, No. 20, August 1994, pp. 8-12.
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ANCESTRAL PUEBLO FARMING METHODS: CAPTIONS 

Student Activity Sheet

  Check Dams:  Check dams were built across arroyos. They were used to catch the soil and slow 
down the water which reduces erosion. Many different crops were planted behind the dams.

  Linear Borders:  Linear borders were low lines of stones built across hills. Soil that was washed 
down the hillside was caught behind the borders and became a good place to plant.

  Grid Gardens:  Grid gardens were similar to waffle gardens but had walls made of stones rather 
than mud. They were much larger than waffle gardens and were probably used to grow corn and 
beans.

  Gravel Mulched Fields:  Mulch is any material that is placed on top of soil to hold the moisture 
in. The Ancestral Pueblo farmers often mulched their grid gardens with gravel and small stones. 
This reduced the wind and water erosion as well as holding in the moisture.

  Irrigation:  Irrigation was used to bring water from a stream or river to the fields. They did this 
by digging ditches from the stream or river to the fields. They blocked the ditch when they wanted 
the water to stop.
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PUEBLO FOODS: AN ENDURING TRADITION*

Student Information Sheet

Traditional foods have been very important to Pueblo people for a long time. Traditional foods connect the 
Pueblo people to their land, to their community and to their traditional way of life. Pueblo people have lived 
in the Southwest for ten thousand years. During this time they have gotten their foods by hunting, gather-
ing and gardening. For the Pueblo people, food was not just a way to survive. Food was special and sacred. 
Foods like corn are sacred in Pueblo traditions. “Corn is who we are,” is a phrase used by some Pueblo 
elders. It captures the way Pueblo people feel about the importance of corn.

In Pueblo tradition, corn is a symbol of how the people have survived in the Southwest environment. Corn, 
along with deer, elk, buffalo and other wild game, represents the plants and animals that have given life 
to the Pueblo people. This special life-giving relationship is celebrated in Pueblo planting, harvesting and 
rain dances. These ceremonies are done in a yearly cycle that represents how the earth gives life. Basket 
weaving and making pots are also part of the traditional “way” to show respect for the life-giving force of 
food.

In the last few generations, the traditional Pueblo way of life has changed. Some of these changes have 
taken place because Pueblo people have had to adapt to the stresses of “modern life.” ... These changes in 
the traditional way of life have brought about diseases like diabetes and heart disease.

Now that some Pueblo people have seen what these changes have done to the health and well being of 
their communities, they are going back to traditional ways. They are going back to traditional foods and 
becoming more active. They are looking back to Pueblo traditions so they can make wise choices and 
become stronger.

This reading was adapted from “Indigenous Foods, Indigenous Health: A Pueblo Perspective” from: Health, 
Nutrition and Traditional Foods, Cajete, et al., Health Resource Center of New Mexico - ®1998.

(Adapted from Life on the Rio Grande: A Diabetes Education Curriculum, Grades 3- 5. Ana Consuelo and 
Associates, Santa Fe, NM, n.d., p. 5)

By Dr. Gregory Cajete

(Dr. Gregory Cajete is from Santa Clara Pueblo and is a professor at the University of New Mexico.)

*Adapted from Life on the Rio Grande: A Diabetes Education Curriculum, Grades 3- 5. Ana Consuelo and Associates, 
Santa Fe, NM, n.d., p. 5.
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GRANDMOTHER’S STORY 

Student Information Sheet

 

This is my Grandmother, Lucy Cata. We live in San Juan Pueblo.* She 
has diabetes. Diabetes runs in our family. My Grandpa had it too. My 
Grandmother got diabetes when she was fifty years old. She is seventy 
years old now and she’s still going strong. She learned to take care of 
her diabetes. My Grandmother says she doesn’t want us to get diabe-
tes. She wants us to be healthy and strong.

My Grandmother tells us stories about how things used to be. She says 
that a long time ago, Native people didn’t have diabetes. They lived a 
healthy life. They worked in the fields, hunted and gathered their food; 
they took care of their animals, chased after children and walked 
everywhere. The foods they ate were healthy and fresh.

Now, modern life has changed the way Native people live. They don’t work with their hands and bodies as 
much as they did before. They don’t chase the children because the children are watching TV. They don’t 
walk everywhere because they drive their cars. Another thing that has changed is the way Native people 
eat. Instead of eating fresh food that they have grown or traded for, they might eat too much food that 
comes in cans or bags. Some people call it junk food. They might eat stuff with too much fat, sugar and 
salt. Grandmother says things have changed. It’s not the “good old days” anymore.

When Grandmother found out she had diabetes, she went to a doctor and a wise medicine man. They 
both said the same thing. “Try to go back to the way it was in the ‘good old days.’ Go back to the way your 
ancestors used to live. Take the new but don’t leave the old ways behind.”

So my Grandmother started changing back to the way it was. She doesn’t eat junk food anymore, only 
once in a while. She eats healthy meals that include meat, vegetables, grains and fruit. She walks to her 
neighbor’s house instead of taking the car. She goes to the doctor and gets medicine and checks her 
diabetes.

The grandchildren can help too. When we come home from school, we tell her, “Let’s go for a walk, 
Grandma!” We walk in the fields sometimes. Sometimes we go by the river and she tells us stories about 
how things used to be... “in the good old days.”

*The people of San Juan Pueblo now use its Tewa name, Ohkay Owingeh. 

*Adapted from Life on the Rio Grande: A Diabetes Education Curriculum, Grades 3- 5. Ana Consuelo and Associates, 
Santa Fe, NM, n.d., p. 16.
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