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                                    Abstract
Foodways have changed substantially over the past several centuries in the Yucatan Peninsula and other areas of Mesoamerica, but one constant is the presence of maize (Zea mays) at the heart of rural economy, ecology, and culture. The domestication and diversification of maize – the world’s most productive grain crop – by indigenous farmers ranks as one of the greatest accomplishments of plant breeding. Remains of ancient maize cobs in the archeological record suggest that maize was first brought into cultivation roughly 7,000 years ago in the highlands of central Mexico, where its closest wild relative, teosinte (Zea mays ssp. parviglumis), also grows (Wilkes 1977; McClung de Tapia 1997; Smith 2001; Piperno and Flannery 2001; Matsuoka et al. 2002.). From that starting point, maize was gradually selected and diversified over time by farmers into an impressive array of different forms, sizes, and colors. Maize appears to spread out of central Mexico rapidly in the context of regional trade and exchange networks, and farmers selected and adapted maize populations to thrive in new environments. Archeobotanical evidence from northern Belize suggests maize arrived in the Yucatan Peninsula by about 5,000 years B.P. (Colunga-García Marín and Zizumbo-Villarreal 2004).
As maize spread and evolved in the Yucatan at the hands of Mayan farmers, it achieved a symbolic, ceremonial, ecological, and economic importance surpassing that of any other plant or natural resource in the Mayan world. Maize’s importance endures today. The Yucatan peninsula and much of Mesoamerica are still landscapes shaped by milpa, a traditional swidden or rotational model of maize cultivation. Making milpa continues to be an important economic activity for millions of rural residents in the region, and also represents a wellspring of agricultural biodiversity, since maize is frequently grown in consort with beans (Phaseolus spp.), squash (Cucurbita spp.), and chile peppers (Capsicum spp.). While yields in milpa agriculture may be less than those of more intensive production systems under ideal conditions, milpa offers the advantages of a low level of monetary investment and a relatively reliable harvest (and household food security) in an unpredictable agroenvironment with highly variable soils and rainfall.
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                            Notes
	1.The precise term used by economic botanists is a “landrace,” which connotes a unique crop variety or population that has been selected and adapted by farmers rather than professional plant breeders.


	2.The term “improved” is used to designate maize varieties that have been developed through formal agronomic plant breeding, which is usually directed at increasing average grain yields. The agroecological and socioeconomic context of these locally adapted improved varieties has been explored by the authors elsewhere (e.g. Latournerie Moreno et al. 2006). This chapter focuses on indigenous maize landraces.


	3.The other selection characters are the size and health of the ear (which reflect yield potential) and kernel size (which farmers view as an indicator of germination reliability) (Latournerie Moreno et al. 2006).


	4.Conversation documented by anthropologist C. Morales, 9 April 1999. From IPGRI Project files.


	5.In Spanish, farmers say that x-nuuk nal maize aguanta mayor (holds up better) or resiste más (resists more) under drought conditions; the very terminology they use suggests that drought resistance has a phenological basis, with x-nuuk nal plants in early stages of development “resisting” or withstanding the canicula and other random temporary drought phases until the rains come in earnest in September.


	6.We have included Roys’ 1933 translation verbatim here (adding only several ellipses for brevity) although we do not agree with all his choices of terms. The Mayan term nal, he translates as “green corn” (or fresh, newly ripened corn) but in our experience it refers broadly to whole maize ears or the entire maize plant. He translates the Mayan term ixi’im simply as “corn” but we have found it to mean specifically maize kernels. Roys also translates ek hub as “black-speckled corn”, whereas we have found that Yucatec Maya farmers apply the name to any black-, blue-, or purple-seeded maize. The term akab-chan is left untranslated by Roys, but he states that it corresponds to an archaic term for dark-colored maize. Note also that the Latinized Mayan alphabet used by Roys is different from that used currently; thus, the Mayan orthography in this text fragment does not conform to that followed in the rest of this chapter.
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