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Cultivated sunflowers are distinctly American -
they are one of the few agricultural plants to origin-
ate north of Mexico. American Indians have grown
sizeable single- headed sunflower plants since prehis-
toric times. These varieties have never been widely
accepted by the European- American populace. It was
not until "bigger and better" strains came back to
America after genetic change in Russia that the Unit-
ed States and Canada underwent a sunflower boom.

Meanwhile, back in the pueblos of the Southwest-
ern United States, a few Indian farmers with a "small
is beautiful" tradition have persisted in raising these
older varieties. I call these folk varieties the "unsung
sunflowers of the American West."

Not long ago, the world expert on sunflower hist-
ory, Dr. Charles Heiser, thought that only a handful
of North American tribes still grew their original
strains of this crop: "These original Indian varieties
are on the verge of extinction. Not only do they have
considerable historic value but, equally important,
they are quite different from our modern varieties
of sunflower and hence might contain valuable germ
plasm for incorporation into our varieties to develop
superior plants." Four viable Indian sunflower samp-
les -from the Hopi, Havasupai, Arikara and Seneca
had been given to government seed conservationists
by Dr. Heiser. Otherwise, little has been published
concerning the current status of sunflower cultivat-
ion among American Indians. With the help of the
USDA Plant Exploration Program, I went to twenty
Southwestern Indian reservations to stalk these un-
sung sunflowers during the summer of 1978.

Over the last century, more than a dozen Indian
tribes had cultivated sunflowers in the Southwest.
These native peoples did not simply use sunflower
seeds as a snack food, nor did they consider the
plants to be mere ornamentals. The crop was a major
food among several tribes, and also had value as a
dyestuff, a medicine, and a ceremonial plant. In 1882,
Frank Cushing, an anthropologist allowed to live
among the Zuni Indians, commented on the impor-
tance of sunflowers among another tribe, the Hava-
supai:

"Sunflower seeds, toasted by being shaken together
with live coals in an earth -covered basket tray, then
ground, formed into pattycakes, and slightly baked in
the ashes, are eaten as a relish with other dishes, in
the absence of meat. Indeed, this curious sunflower
food takes the place, to a large extent, of meat during
the summer months."

A visit to the Havasupai village in the Grand Can-
yon means an eight mile backpack down a cliffside,
into narrow side canyons, dropping a couple thou-
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Figure 1. Havasupai Indian children showing how tall
their mother's sunflower grows. Grand Canyon walls in
background. Photo by Gary Nabhan.

sand feet in elevation. When my wife and I made the
descent in the August heat, we noticed several small
garden plots of sunflowers as we came into the Supai
village. Growing on the edge of patches of blue maize,
chilis and melons, two varieties of sunflowers were
nearly ripe. One, with long, narrow striped achenes
on large seedheads, appeared to be more frequently
grown. The other, the Hopi dye sunflower, was grown
by a few women.

The common sunflower foodstuff today among the
Havasupai is not the baked pattycakes used histor-
ically, but rather a seedbutter made by parching and
grinding the shelled seeds, then adding water until
a paste is formed. Alfred Whiting, a botanist who
worked with the Havasupai for years, suggested that
these people did not select plants for their yield as
much as for their sweetness in taste.

Mammoth Russian sunflowers have been intro-
duced to the Havasupai but apparently they do not
grow them today. One elderly woman told me, "Some-
one once gave me those big seeds, but I let them sit.
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Figure 2. Hopi dye sunflower in sandy field below
Black Mesa, near Tuba City, Arizona. Photo by Gary
Nabhan.

I still plant our own kind." The Havasupai maintain
an agricultural sanctuary where these folk varieties
of sunflowers appear to be safe -at least for the time
being. Havasupai gardeners generously gave me their
surplus seeds -which I in turn passed on to the U. S.
Department of Agriculture crop conservation system
for preservation and increase. One young Havasupai
man nodded with approval when I told him of my
work, then kidded me of being like "a Johnny Apple -
seed." He finally said, "I'm a farmer too. I'm trying to
keep the ways of the old people going on a little
more ... I'm working to keep these things around for
a few more years ..."

One hundred miles away, on the edge of Black
Mesa, the Hopi dye sunflowers were not doing so
well. Although I obtained several viable seed samples
from the Hopi pueblos, no one had more than a quart
of purple -black achenes. The Hopi dye sunflower is
perhaps the most distinct variety in the world. The
disks of the seedheads have a reddish -brown (rather
than golden) tinge, this from the red lobes on each
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Figure 4. A multiple-headed Hopi dye sunflower in
Hotevilla Pueblo. Photo by Gary Nabhan.

Figure 5. Immature sunflower plants in a "waffle gar-
den" at Nutria village on the Zuni Indian Reservation.
Photo by Gary Nabhan.
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Figure 3. Sunflower in sand dunes field near Hoteville,
on the Hopi Indian Reservation. Not a native variety.
Photo by Gary Nabhan.

little flower of the disk. The leaves are a deep, shiny
green, and grow fairly large, even in the sand -dune
fields of the Hopi which are limited in water avail-
ability.

A purple -black substance overlays the striping on
the Hopi achenes. When boiled, the achenes give off
a purple substance which can be mixed with alum as
a mordant for dying. Yucca fibers used in basketry, as
well as cotton and wool, are soaked in this dye, then

put over smouldering coals and corn cobs. The fibers
suddenly turn black in color. In this way, the Hopi
have used sunflowers as a dye for ceremonial and
household textiles over centuries.

Two problems, however, threaten the Hopi dye
sunflower. Fewer and fewer people are growing and
using it. When the plant is cultivated, it is more of-
ten in dooryard gardens rather than in the typical
agricultural fields away from the villages. In these
little gardens it has begun to hybridize with the ex-
otic Mammoth Russian strain introduced in the
1940's. It seems to be losing several of its distinctive
characteristics. Fortunately, there is a resurgence of
interest in the dye sunflower among Hopi craftsmen
who obtain better prices for the crafts they sell if
these contain only natural dyes. Perhaps this re-
surgence will lead to a revival of traditional sun-
flower cultivation.

I have come across cultivation of folk varieties
among the Zuni, Laguna and Navajo people too, but
most Indians are now cultivating modern hybrids. If
this trend continues, the U. S. Department of Agri-
culture rather than the Indians themselves may be-
come the most reliable source of these folk varieties
in the future. There are not now viable seeds enough
of these strains to be distributed to gardeners and
farmers. Let us hope that the USDA can help increase
these folk varieties to the point where they can be
released, particularly to Indians who have "lost"
them. These unsung sunflowers, hardy in harsh
desert climates, still have a place in the arid South-
west.
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