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Staple Crops and Society

Food is the ultimate tool of unification. It is the
greatest stepping-stone to human advancement; and the
cultivation of staples is a major factor, which separates
Homo sapiens from their simian cousins. Many of the
partitions separating modern peoples are represented
by their staple crop. Peoples out of East and Southeast
Asia are heavily dependent on rice, and Russians and
Scandinavians are dependent on the potato. In regions
like France and western Germany, a meal without
bread is impossible; the crops, which defined their
ancestors, still continue to influence and divide. This
is not to say that wars are held over the superiority of
one crop when compared to another, but that diet can
define a culture,? for it builds and influences language
and thought. The introduction of the sweet potato into
the Pacific is the source of multiple theories, which cite
both human and natural agents. The theories will each
be explained and an attempt to create a logical and
likely theory of introduction will be made.

To the peoples of the Pacific, the sweet potato
serves an important part of their diet. Yet the history of
this simple food source is a point of major contention
amongst historians and anthropologists. The sweet potato
is native to South America, where it has been cultivated
for approximately 4,000 — 5,000 years by indigenous
communities?. Evidence of the sweet potato has also been
found in sites on Aotearoa, (New Zealand) which predate
western contact by centuries.®> Given that scientists,
archaeologists and cultural historians have proven that
Pacific Islanders travelled out of Asia Minor, how did a
crop from the other side of the Pacific become a staple
in their diet? For some, it is impossible—researchers like
Thor Heyerdahl credit drift theory for all action, which
occurs in the Pacific. The arrival of the sweet potato was
an accident of nature, rather than an act of an actively
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voyaging and travelling people who were aware of their
world. Others credit the Spanish voyages of the 16" and
17" centuries.* However, the precise details of such a
journey are nearly impossible to find. Nonetheless, the
influences and changes made possible by a new, highly
nutritious, and carbohydrate-dense crop are traceable
through history and archaeology, painting a picture of
a likely theory on the introduction of such an important
staple.

How Were They Introduced to the Pacific?

There are many competing theories as to how
the sweet potato was introduced to the Pacific. Natural
causes, such as movement facilitated by birds or drift
facilitated through oceanic currents are often cited,
particularly by those who believe that the distance
necessary to travel from the islands of Polynesia to the
South American continent are impossible to do via
voyaging canoe. Each will be addressed in turn.

Natural Agent Theories

Birds are responsible for the introduction of
many species to the Pacific islands, as they are excellent
at getting lost and at passing seeds through their digestive
systems without affecting the plants ability to germinate.
In fact, the scarification, which happens to the seeds
inside the stomach of birds, can actually improve the
seed’s chances of germination upon exit of the digestion
system.> It is highly likely that this system of natural
propagation allowed the spread of the sweet potato
around South America. Making it possible for the natives
of the continent to cultivate it, and for domesticated
varieties to appear as widespread as they did. However,
this theory does not hold true for the Pacific.

There are many varieties of birds, including
Pacific Golden-Plovers, Bristle-thighed Curlews, Ruddy
Turnstones, and Wandering Tattlers, which migrate to
and from the Pacific.® While it is possible for these birds
to fly incredible distances without stopping, it is nearly
impossible to imagine that they would do so without
defecating. Even if it were the case, one would assume
that sweet potato remnants, as well as other seeded plants
native to South America such as tomatoes and squash,
would show up in archeological records extremely early
and be introduced long before humans first voyaged into
the Pacific — but this is not the case.

The other argument for the “natural” spread of
the sweet potato is that of currents — positing that the
sweet potato, like the coconut,” was able to propagate
through a natural “ride” on currents and waves from the
Western coastal areas of South America, likely Chile
and Peru, into the Pacific. It was assumed by many that
Rapa Nui, known as Easter Island, was the likely origin
of the sweet potato, and from there a trade network
arose. However, what was found was that the current
coming off the coast of South America did not lead
straight to Rapa Nui, but instead south along the coast
and then, several thousand miles later, east towards the
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Marquesas and Tuamotu, as well as others isles of the
Society island groups. In any case, humans did not settle
in Rapa Nui until 1200 AD, going on the most recent
radio carbon dating.? Still, evidence exists, which shows
sweet potatoes in central Polynesia long before this. The
oldest archaeological find is the carbonized remains of
sweet potato in Polynesia come from Mangaia Island in
the Cook Islands, dated to approximately 1000 A.D.?

Unfortunately, no studies have been done
which show whether or not the sweet potato can survive
extended periods in oceanic conditions. The voyage
from coastal Peru or Northern Chile to Tuamotu, the
Marquesas, or other Society Islands would take—in the
best conditions weather—about 120 days to complete,
or nearly four months.'® This amount of time approaches
the oceanic shelf life of the coconut, which allows it to
be better prepared for a long journey. The sweet potato
lacks the thick, protective fibers and high water content
of the coconut, the very characteristics that make the
coconut not only a desirable and important crop, but
also one that is able to survive for so long in the ocean
and then successfully germinate in the sandy coastal
soils it lands on.

Although the sweet potato prefers sandy loose
soil, thus furthering this idea of self-propagation on
pacific beaches, it requires the soil to be very well
drained- it cannot survive and reproduce if it is too
wet."" It is this biological predisposition that makes the
idea that the sweet potato propagated under natural
circumstances after a journey on an oceanic route driven
by currents unlikely.

Given that the sweet potato, unlike the coconut,
lacks an appropriate protective shell and cannot
successfully grow in the wet, marshy soil on beaches, it
is highly unlikely that it was introduced in this manner.
No studies have been conducted on how long a sweet
potato can survive in oceanic conditions, and thus for
the purpose of this research, oceanic self-propagation
may be ruled out. However, it is important to note that
the only successfully propagated sweet potatoes are
being considered; it is possible a non-producing plant
could have made the journey. That is to say, at this point
the idea of a viable sweet potato is impossible, not a
dead or destroyed one.

Human Agent Theories

After the “natural” theories of introductions,
there are several theories, which feature humans as the
perpetrators of this pan-pacific interaction. There are
those, like Thor Heyerdhal, who believe that “white
skinned, bearded men” on balsawood rafts came from
South America into the Pacific and were the main force
in voyaging and expansion in the Pacific. Heyerdhal’s
theory is incorrect and easily disproved on many levels;
when one ignores the racist overtones of his efforts, he
proved, at the very least, that such voyaging was possible.
He was able to sail from South America to various islands
of the Pacific on his raft, the "Kon Tiki," in the 1940s.'?
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What is known to be true is that there have been fishing
villages established along the coastal areas of South
America and talented boat builders on Lake Titicaca for
centuries. During the time period being considered for
likely dispersal, approximately between 400 C.E. and
700 C.E., the Nazca culture was in full force, though on
a steady decline from about 500 C.E. One of the many
groups, which would later become the Incan empire,
the Nazca settled in southern Peruvian river valleys.
Sweet potato was an important part of their diet, while
fish were rarely consumed. Therefore, while they were
a true and large civilization, it may be suggested that
they had little to no influence over the coastal regions,
being centered physically and culturally further inland.
Furthermore it is possible that even if there was contact,
there would be no oral records from the native peoples
of South America, as the contact would be between only
fishing villages who were likely without a strong cultural
heritage that would have been incorporated later on into
the Incan empire, as was the Nazca." However, the
closest tie linguistically between Polynesia and South
America is that of the Quechua people, who are native
to a region well outside the Nazca. As will be addressed
below, there is strong evidence that this small group,
outside of the colossal Nazca civilization, encountered
Polynesians in some manner and traded with them
successfully.

The other human dominated theory is the theory
of Polynesian agency. It is well documented that many;, if
not all of the island nations had strong two-way voyaging
cultures, and that their drive to expand and explore was
the subject of many oral traditions. Each nation has its
own myth surrounding its arrival in the Pacific, and in
each of these the daring sailors are key. Thus it is not
a small jump to give the Polynesians credit for the
introduction of the sweet potato on their own terms. But
why then, is there no great mythos for the introduction
of the root? Out of all of the cultures of Polynesia, the
Maori people alone make note of the importance of the
sweet potato and include it in their pantheon. There is
no great oral tradition in a land full neither of new crops,
nor of contact with a people resembling what one would
expect accounts of ancient South Americans to look like.
This does not rule out the possibility that Polynesians
could have facilitated the spread of the sweet potato all
over the Pacific. It is merely noted that there is no oral
or historical evidence in most cultures to prove that any
great journey ever existed as is often claimed.

Linguistics

The title of this paper is born of two words—
cumal and kumara, words representing two very distant
names for the same thing. Here is where linguistics proves
a fascinating point. In Quechua, one of the languages of
Northwestern South America, the word for sweet potato
is Cumal or Cumar. In Samoan, it is called ‘Umala, in
the Marquesas, Kuma’a, in Hawaiian, Uala, and in Maori
of Aotearoa, Kamara.'* There is, undeniably, a strong
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connection. “Loanwords” as they are called in the study
of linguistics, are common throughout the world when
cultures encounter something new they lack a name for.
Sometimes it is changed, either phonetically or translated
directly, or the entire word is taken and adapted to the
sounds present in the adopting language. Linguistically,
given that the hard “C” sound is the most common in
terms used for the sweet potato, it is safe to presume that it
is the root, and thus the original version of the word, and
the “U” the derivation. This means that, linguistically,
Kumal and Kumara, are closer to the original term than
Uala. Given that the Maori and Marquesas have the
closest sounds to the Quechua, it may be suggested that
they had contact with the continent. A Samoan group
settled the Marquesas before 500 C.E., and the Maori
came from the Cook Islands around the 13th century.'
In addition, a group from Tahiti settled the Cook Islands
in the 6th century.

Where then did this word come from? To a
certain extent it is impossible to tell, however, calling
again on the strong two way voyaging which existed
throughout Polynesia, and understanding that no
island was truly divided by the ocean, the most logical
assumption is that contact was made, and the crop
shared as a valuable new trade good amongst the
Polynesians. The first to encounter and cultivate sweet
potatoes would, then, be traceable by how close they
are linguistically to the source word Cumar or Cumal.
This is likely the Maori of Aotearoa and the Cook Islands,
who, despite their distance from South America, are
undeniably linguistically tied to the continent. It is the
Maori alone who venerate and deify the sweet potato,
and therefore it is likely that they were present at its
introduction.

Mythology

Unlike the taro, a plant with a strong role in
numerous creation myths around the Pacific, the sweet
potato seems to be more of a foot note—never the star,
merely a realm acquired. The only group who has a
deity or myth wherein the sweet potato is the Maori of
Aotearoa. In the Hawaiian pantheon, the sweet potato,
alongside all other staple crops such as breadfruit and
taro, is granted to Lono by the god of creation, Kane.

The Maori were among the last to settle in the
Pacific, not reaching Aotearoa until around 1250 CE'®,
and it is they alone of the Oceanic people who deem
sweet potato worthy of a place in their mythos. This is
thei story of how sweet potato came to be.

The god Rongo-Maui stole the kimara from the
god Whahnui, the star we know as Vega. He hid the
k@mara under his loincloth, and gave it to his wife, Pani.
It was Pani who gave birth to the kiimara in the river.
In retribution, Whanui sent down Anuhe, Torona and
Moko these are all Maori names for the kamara moth
caterpillar, which attacks and eats the leaves of the
sweet potato.) Pani fled from them into the underworld,
where she continues to cultivate her kiimara patch.
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There are multiple myths surrounding the sweet potato
and the one below is from the Maori-maintained website
Korero O Nehera, a facet of Maori.org.nz:

Pourangahua left his home one day and travelled
to the great land of Hawaiiki. There he visited
friends and ate their delicious kumara (sweet
potato). He stayed for many months and he was
hosted by a great chief named Raukapanga.

When it came time for Pourangahua to return
home, he asked Raukapanga if he could borrow
two of his huge birds, the toroa that he kept as
pets. Raukapanga was reluctant to loan his birds
to Pourangahua because he loved them very
much, but he eventually agreed. And gave strict
instructions on how to care for them.

Pourangahua left on the back of one of the birds
carrying two bags of kumara as a gift from the
chief. The chief had explained to Pourangahua
that once he reached land, he would have to get
off the bird and continue his journey on foot.
But Pourangahua was lazy and he made the bird
fly him all the way home. Because he had to fly
so far, the bird was very tired when he went to
return home and he was attacked and killed by
a huge evil spirit. The other bird made it home
safely, with tears rolling down its eyes.

The chief was furious about this when he learned
what had happened to his bird and so he sent a
plague of caterpillars to destroy the kumara crop
that Pourangahua had planted from the kumara
the chief had given him as a gift.

The tukutuku panel, Rau Kumara is this story
forever immortalized. The toroa today still cries
every time it eats."”

The Maori have a god devoted to the kimara, who may
be the same as Rongo Maui. The Maori were, and still
are far more tribal than the rest of Oceania, given how
incredibly large Aotearoa is compared to all the other
islands of the Pacific. Rongo-Ma-Tane is the god of sweet
potatoes and, according to some all root vegetables,
as well as the god of peace. In the Maori culture, the
importance placed on the cultivation of the sweet potato
is a very marked difference from their appreciation of
war and fighting prowess. The cultivation of this slow
crop during peace times is likely the reason for this
association. The Maori always offer the first sweet potato
of a harvest to Rongo Maui or Ma-Tane.

Furthermore, Maori have several proverbs
associated with sweet potatoes, another unique facet in
Oceania: “Kaore te kiimara e korero mo tona mangaro”
or “The Kumara does not speak of its own sweetness.”
Encouraging people to be humble and bear humility well.
In addition, “E tupu atu kimara, e ohu e te anuhe” means
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“As the kiimara grows, the caterpillars gather round it”.
The Maori liken the sweet potato here to a great chief-
good leadership brings followers— in common English
parable, if you build it, they will come.

The Maori alone placed such great importance
upon the sweet potato. The other, older and longer
established peoples of the Pacific have no such place
for it in their pantheon. Therefore, let one presume from
this information that the sweet potato was introduced to
the peoples of Polynesia before the peoples of the Cook
Islands, departed for Aotearoa. To them, the sweet potato
would have been a vital crop during the long voyage to
the Land of the Long White Cloud'®. They settled far later
than most of Oceania and by that time the sweet potato
had proven its worth alongside such staples as taro and
it flourished in the incredibly different climate zones
found on the islands of New Zealand. It is important to
mention here that there are multiple groups of Maori,
each very unique in their voyage to Aotearoa. Therefore
there are multiple and contradictory myths that the west
can call “Maori” without understanding that they refer to
very different groups within the islands of Aotearoa. The
judge W.E. Gudgeon, a Maori historian, writes that:

“The Maori tribes, both of the Bay of Plenty and
of the East Coast, recognize [sic] that there was a
period in their history when that most important
article of food, the kumara, was unknown to
them. | believe, moreover, that | am justified in
saying that this particular tradition is confined to
the two districts in question”"?

So while some Maori brought the kumara with them,
others had to learn how to cultivate it later, from those
who had acquired it earlier.

Personal Theory and Concluding Remarks

While it is unlikely that the sweet potato
entered Polynesia and the rest of the Pacific through
natural methods alone, it is similarly unlikely that the
Polynesians or South Americans would simply set out
without a destination to either find or to spread a crop.
So let us consider a middle ground between the two.

When it comes to distance voyaging, the
Polynesians were at a huge advantage. The canoes they
used to explore, which were not the immense double-
hulled ships and would carry entire populations and
provisions, could cover the distance from Tahiti to
Hawaii in approximately a week depending upon the
weather and time of year. The peoples of South America
at this point had small coastal villages and fishing
communities established on coastal islands. What they
were likely using were small boats made of totora reeds,
of which similar designs are still in use on Lake Titicaca.
Interestingly, the design of these reed boats is remarkably
similar to those found on Rapa Nui® (the totora reed was
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naturally introduced to Rapa Nui, its lightweight pollen
making the journey easily 4000 years before human
settlement.?’) However, they are not designed for the
distance voyaging of their Oceanic counterparts.

An attempt at a coldly logical middle ground
is posited here. Polynesian navigators used many
techniques — they not only used stars and currents, but
clouds and birds and most importantly, foliage in the
water.?? Anything green in decent condition meant land.
Or, alternatively, while the coastal South Americans
may not have been adequately prepared for distance
voyaging, this does not mean that evidence of their
existence could not have ridden the currents south the
Tuamotu and Marquesas islands.

Therefore, let one posit this—without giving
agency to either the South American or Polynesian
peoples alone, it is evident that the sweet potato
travelled westward from South America. Given the
traditional Polynesian methods of navigation, evidence
that they were skilled at reading signs of life in the sea
and followed birds, schools of fish, and floating foliage.
Taking into account the natural currents, which flow
into the areas of the Marquesas and Tuamotu, there
is a possibility that the sweet potato foliage naturally,
or as a result of coastal fishing village accidents along
the Peruvian and Chilean coasts, made the voyage into
Polynesian spheres. From there, the voyages were made
in pursuit of new lands. Since there are few surviving
oral traditions out of that regions native people (due
in no small part to Spanish invasion), and just as few
mentions of the sweet potato in the histories of Oceanic
people outside of Maori Mythos, let one assume that it
was through a combination of natural forces and mutual
human agency that the sweet potato became a staple of
Oceania. Given the strong linguistic tie, which binds the
Quechua and their cumar to the Polynesians and their
k@mara, contact was likely made at a personal level, not
through the stealing of a wild plant.

The linguistic ties between other groups outside

of the Quechua is evident too—the groups farther north
called their sweet potato kuala, remarkably similar to
the Hawaiian u’ala. Whether this is evidence of multiple
voyages by different groups to South America or that the
Hawaiians traded with groups who had traded with the
South Americans is difficult to discern. As such, this paper
will refrain from taking either side of that argument.
The introduction of the sweet potato into Oceania was
the result of two vibrant, active cultures that shared an
ocean. While it is impossible to say who actively sought
a relationship, it is evident that one must have existed,
however briefly. This small interaction made it possible
for the peoples of Oceania to expand and survive, having
yet another transportable, highly nutritious staple at their
disposal. It was a great tool in their voyaging arsenal,
and made possible some of their longest voyages.


https://water.22
https://settlement.21

University of Hawai‘i at Hilo

Notes:

'Cumla: The native Quechuan (a people and language
group in predating the Inca in South America) word for
Sweet Potato. Kimera: The Maori word for sweet potato,
which is still common place in New Zealand English.

’In Roman times, barbarians were often identified by
their use of butter instead of olive oil, it was the most
apparent identifying factor.

*Barber, lan G.. A fast yam to Polynesia: new thinking on
the problem of the American sweet potato in Oceania.
S.l.: [s.n.], 2012.

*WARDLE, P. 1991. The Vegetation of New Zealand.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press

°The Problem of the Sweet Potato in Polynesia, Roland
B. Dixon, American Anthropologist , New Series, Vol.
34, No. 1 (Jan. - Mar., 1932) , pp. 40

®Alvaro Montenegro, Modeling the prehistoric arrival of
the sweet potato in Polynesia

“http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/birds/migratio/
routes.htm, USGS Migratory Birds Report

®While this was not usually the case for the introduction
of the coconut in the Pacific, it is nonetheless a recorded

phenomenon.

°Hunt, T.L., Lipo, C.P., 2006. Late colonization of Easter
Island. Science 311, 1603-1606.

"%Alvaro Montenegro, 364
"bid

"?http://robbwolf.com/
2011/04/20growing-sweet-potatoes/

“Thor Heyerdhal, Kon-Tiki: across the Pacific by raft.
Chicago: Rand McNally, 1950.

“Michael Moseley. The Incas and their Ancestors: The
Archaeology of Peru.

Translations courtesy of Tiphani Kainoa, and online
translation resources.

'°Steven Fisher, A History of the Pacific Islands. Pg. 36

"Howe, K. R.. The quest for origins: who first discovered
and settled the Pacific islands?. 179.

10

HOHONU 2014 Vol. 12

®http://www.maori.org.nz/korero/default.
php?pid=sp68&parent=55

YIn Maori, Aotearoa means “Land of the Long White
Cloud”

Gudgeon, W.E., Maori Tradition as to the Kumara, 99.
“ICharles B. Heiser. Totoras, Taxonomy, and Thor.

2Faster Island: Scientific Exploration Into the World's
Environmental Problems in Microcosm. 147

2Steven Fisher, 35.
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