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Part 1. The marvelous strange 

“This Corne is a marueilous strange plante,” Henry Lyte observes in his Niewe Herball, or 
historie of plantes (1578), the first English treatment of the new world crop, maize.[1] Lyte’s 
apparent excitement about the novelty of this commodity, however, is equivocal. Lyte’s work 
is a faithful translation of Rembert Dodoens’s Cruydeboek (1554), which twenty-five years 
earlier had included a discussion of maize and its characteristics.[2] Following his source, Lyte 
calls the plant “Turkie Corne, or Indian Wheat,” reflecting the long-held belief that the crop 
originated in Turkey: "This grayne groweth in Turkie,” he claims, “wheras it is vsed in the 
time of dearth.”[3] Maize’s curiosity, as Lyte states, lies in its flowering: “nothing resembling 
any other kinde of grayne: for it bringeth foorth his seede cleane contrarie from the place where 
as the flowers growe, which is agaynst the nature and kindes of all other plantes.”[4] Yet, 
despite the marvel of this plant that grows against nature, or perhaps because of its unnatural 
properties, Lyte can find no medicinal use to which it can be put—“There is as yet no certaine 
experience of the natural vertues of this corne,” he admits—and he dimisses its use as food for 
human consumption. “The bread that is made thereof,” he reports, “is drie and harde, hauing 
very small fatnesse or moysture, wherefore men may easily iudge, that it nourisheth but litle, 
and is euill of digestion, nothing comparable to the bread made of wheate, as some haue falsly 
affirmed.”[5] If Lyte’s exposition of maize appears to be more textual than empirical, he may 
nonetheless have been familiar with the plant. Maize was known in England by 1562, yet it was 
not cultivated for human consumption for another two centuries, despite the famine, dearth, 
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and food shortages that attended the Little Ice Age (LIA).[6] The strangeness that enveloped its 
reception by the elites—that is, the authors of the botanicals and their readers—works to 
dismiss the cultivation of maize as a means to alleviate food shortages particularly effecting the 
poor. 

The elite management of maize, in texts and in practice, offers a case study of the ideology 
undergirding a hierarchy of want and plenty as cultures and classes negotiated the challenges 
of the LIA. It is a discourse in which the agencies of the human, nonhuman, and more than 
human are explicit. With other new world plants, maize was subject to extended commentary 
in European and English herbals, which catalogued and attempted to acclimatize new world 
plants within old world taxonomies, and in voyagers’ accounts of the customs, diet, and climate 
of the Indigenous people of the Americas.  As Amy Tigner points out, this categorizing “was 
symbolic of how England began to think of itself as a colonial power.”[7] As Indigineous 
American resources and medicinal technologies made their ways into European recipes and 
early modern kitchens—their reception marked, as Edith Snook has shown, by subsumption 
and erasure of Indigenous origins and practices—in botanical literature, perceptions of maize 
and the Indigenous people for whom it was a staple crop were skeptical, disapproving, and 
uniformly resistant.[8] 

This article traces the biases, grounded in race and class, attending the importation of maize 
into England and its exploitation in New England colonies. Although more critical attention 
has been given to Europe’s impact on the Americas, the acceleration of transatlantic commerce 
imported a diverse body of new world plants, animals and people into Europe: neobiota which 
enabled new adaptive and transformative strategies attending Europe’s extraction and 
deployment of new world resources.[9] The literatures surveyed here—English herbals and 
accounts of settler colonialism—register and promote the transatlantic enterprise that mingled 
ecosystems, introducing into Europe strange commodities whose strangeness unsettled 
established notions of the human, nonhuman, and more than human: as Lorraine Daston and 
Katharine Park state, “bedrock assumptions were shaken and the intensity of wonder was 
correspondingly seismic.”[10]This article argues that “curiosity”—as a mode of thought and 
as a descriptor aligning goods to a deserving, discriminating class—was deployed to manage the 
human and nonhuman entities of the LIA,  benefiting the elite by providing them with adaptive 
and transformative strategies and resources. Conversely, this notion deprived less advantaged 
cultural sectors of the means and resources needed to confront and survive the weather 
extremes of the LIA and the hazards to life and health associated with them. 

In Part 2 of this article, I begin by exploring the reception of maize into England, where its 
branding as alien matter and its appeal to elite curiosity delayed for centuries its cultivation as 
a source of sustenance, depriving particularly the poor of the affordances of this response to the 
food insecurities of the LIA.  Part 3 turns to the equally complex colonial engagement with 
maize and its Indigenous consumers in New England. As Kathryn Yusoff points out, in “the 
1610 natal moment” of the Anthropocene, the genocide and dispossession of Indigenous 
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populations are entangled with the “mixing of previously separate biotas…in new ecological 
formations and plantation ecologies of the Americas.”[11] In this mix, “Indian Corn” measures 
the uncertainty surrounding Engish encounters with North American plants and people. 
Subject to the weather extremes of the LIA, English colonists depended upon the availability of 
maize for their survival. Yet, the consumption of maize, in the old world and the new, troubled 
the foundational, humoral grounding of English definitions of the human. Finally, Part 4 
situates the English experience of maize in the local parish of London’s St. Saviour’s—now 
Southwark Cathedral—where Nicholas Stone’s monument for William Austin embodies the 
urbanization of agricultural products in the shift from subsistence farming to market exchange, 
which kept farmers as well as “the ruling elites, alive.”[12] At the same time, the monument 
sublimates the English resistance to maize in the spiritual metaphors governing Austin’s 
iconographic and poetic program. 

Throughout, my discussion is informed by an understanding of anthropogenic climate change, 
arising from European commercial and colonial enterprises, as contributing to global cooling in 
the LIA.[13] With the arrival of European colonizers in the Americas, disease, warfare, famine, 
and enslavement eradicated 90 per cent of the Indigenous population.[14] The abandonment of 
fire for forest management resulted in the return of plant life and reforestation “of enough 
cleared land in the Americas that the resulting terrestrial carbon uptake had a detectable impact 
on both atmospheric CO2 and global surface air temperatures in the two centuries prior to the 
Industrial Revolution.”[15] As “ecological globalization” advanced, it exacerbated 
vulnerabilities to weather extremes on both sides of the Atlantic, contributing to the coldest 
century of the LIA.[16] Consideration of this contributing factor to the LIA is particularly 
enlightening since its man-made origins and effects register and unfold the cultural and climatic 
“imaginaries” that worked to situate the European, (male) human as a primary agent in and 
beneficiary of the global management and movement of nonhuman commodities.[17] 

Maize is but one of the many neobiota that entered Europe during the Columbian Exchange, 
importations that collectively “allowed more people to live off the land. These newly available 
plants and animals,” Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin claim, “led to the single largest 
improvement in farm productivity since the original agricultural revolution.”[18] Yet these 
benefits were disproportionate and uneven across classes. “While many Europeans lived on a 
comfortable margin,” as Sam White notes, “many barely subsisted at all… the poor suffered 
more and died sooner than the better-off.”[19] The curiosity of new world importations, both 
animal and vegetable, is one means by which those “on a comfortable margin” defined their 
right to some commodities while denying them to others and, in doing so, defined themselves 
as uniquely human. 

Part 2. Two nations 

The hierarchy of classes in relation to the land and its products carries with it the history of 
agricultural changes wrought by the Columbian Exchange. Along with the diversification of 
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planting and increased yields, “subsistence farming” was replaced by a sytem in which wealthy 
landowners profited from the productivity of tenant farmers.[20] As crops went toward tithes 
or to the market, tenants were forced into competition for access to land, and were vulnerable 
to having little or nothing left to live on, particularly in times of dearth. While the weather 
extremes visited by the LIA threatened the poor, the harnessing of commodities through land 
ownership ensured the survival of the wealthy. The treatment of maize by botanical writers 
registers this climatic and cultural shift. 

Two primary assumptions defining and surrounding maize are persistently present in early 
modern herbals. The first is that the grain that bound together Europe as an extended Christian 
body, despite doctrinal disputes, was wheat, the grain from which the Communion bread was 
made and thus functioned as a marker of European identity. The valuation of wheat made other 
grains, such as maize, inferior if not repellent.[21] The second, related assumption was that 
maize, as food consumed by non-Christian, alien populations, was tainted by barbarous 
associations that made it both unpalatable and inappropriate for consumption by Europeans. 
The belief in the porosity of the early modern humoral body, vulnerable to foreign climates 
and diets, resulted in a reluctance to include maize in the English diet.[22] 

Maize was one of the first imports from the new world to enter Europe: Columbus’s account of 
his third voyage in 1498 describes the crop, and the 1525 edition of Oviedo’s Historia general 
y natural de las Indias reports that maize from the West Indies was being grown in 
Madrid.[23] Indeed, along with five correlated global changes, Lewis and Maslin make use of 
maize pollen deposits “in the European marine sediment off the coast of Italy” to locate the 
“Orbis Spike” that sets the conditions for the Anthropocene era.[24] While regional cultivation 
of maize occurred in continental Europe, it was not cultivated as fodder or for human 
consumption in England, despite its first appearance in the mid-sixteenth century.[25] 
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Figure 1. John Gerard, “Frumentum Turcicum,” from The Herball or Generall Historie of 
Plantes (London: John Norton, 1597), 76. Creative Commons: CC-PD-mark/PD-old-70-
expired. 

Among new world transplants, maize in particular had the potential to ameliorate the food 
insecurities that beset especially the poor in the sixteenth century and after. As Alfred W. 
Crosby put it: 

[M]aize will produce good crops in an extreme variety of climates. Its advantages 
over              equivalent Old World plants is that it will prosper in areas too dry for rice and too 
wet for wheat […] Its supremely valuable characteristic is its high yield per unit of land which, 
on average, is roughly double that of wheat [and] has the additional benefit of producing food 
fast. Few other plants produce so much carbohydrate, sugar, and fat in as short a growing 
season.[26] 

Although not entirely unaware of these characteristics, Lyte’s Niewe herbal displays the 
attitudes toward the crop that mitigated its cultivation in England. Itself a translation of 
Dodoens’s mid-century herbal, Lyte’s work was in turn translated in 1597 by John Gerard in 
his Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes.[27] Gerard agrees entirely with Lyte’s assessment 
of maize as an inferior and useless grain, but he benefits from increased knowledge about the 
crop derived from English and European voyages to the Americas, as well as his first-hand 
experience of growing it in his garden in Holborn.[28] His improved understanding of the 
plant, and that of his peers, can be traced from Gerard’s first publication to a revision published 
after his death in 1633, “Very much Enlarged and Amended by Thomas Johnson, Citizen and 
Apothecarye of London.”[29] While Lyte is only able to assert that although there are “many 
sortes” of maize, just one is “in fashion and growing” in England, Gerard identifies and 
illustrates six varieties (Figure 1), affirming, “the graine is of sundrie colours, sometimes red, 
and sometimes white, and yellow, as my selfe haue seene in myne owne garden, where it hath 
come to ripenesse.”[30] Gerard’s first edition shows his fuller understanding of the 
development of transatlantic trade when he adds to the Turkish provenance of the grain: 
“America and the Islands adioyning from the east and west Indies, and Virginia or Norembega, 
where they vse to sow or set it, and to make bread of it.”[31] In the 1633 edition, Johnson’s 
emendations of this passage are subtle but significant: maize was brought into Europe “not (as 
some suppose) out of Asia minor, which is the Turks Dominions; but out of America and the 
Islands adioyning, as out of Florida and Virginia, or Norembega” (my italics).[32] Accordingly, 
the names of the grain change to reflect its likely origin: in 1597, Gerard states simply, “In 
English it is called Turky corne and Turky wheate: The inhabitants of America and the Islands 
adioning, as also the east and west Indies, do call it Mazium, and Maizum, and Mais.”[33] By 
1633, while the allusion to Turkey lingers in the plant’s name, Johnson asserts its novelty: 
“Turky wheat is called of some Frumentum Turcicum, and Milium Indicum, as 
also, Maizium and Maiz, or Mays. It in all probabilitie was vnknowne to the antient both 
Greeke and Latine Authors.” With the benefit of accounts of the English settlements of 



 

 
 
Patricia Phillippy. “Climate and Curiosity: Human and Nonhuman in the Little Ice Age," EMSJ, 10, 2025, 63-
96.  
   
 69 

Jamestown and Plymouth, he is able to add: “The Inhabitants of America and the Islands 
adioyning, as also of the East and West Indies, do call it Mais: the Virginians, Pagatowr.”[34] 

The assumed origin of maize in Turkey associates the grain with the Muslim world, and thus 
with Europe’s demonized Other. The unified front with which Europe approached this 
heathenish import is reflected in its translational dexterity: “They do nowe call this grayne 
Frumentum Turcicum,” Lyte writes, “and Frume[n]tum Asiaticum: in Frenche Blé de Turquie, 
or Blé Sarrazin: in high Douche Turkie Korn: in base Almaigne Torckschcoren: in Englishe 
Turkish Corne, or Indian wheate.”[35] Although the American origins of maize were suggested 
as early as 1571, it would be another seven decades before John Parkinson’s Theatrum 
Botanicum (1640) definitively asserts the crop’s origins in the Americas—yet the 
personification of Asia on his title page shows her with a representative ear of maize.[36] As 
the possibilities of an American origin increasingly enter into the debate, writers conflate Turks 
with the Indigenous people of the Americas as unchristian, non-European—possibly 
nonhuman—purveyors of this suspect plant. Gerard concludes, in a passage unedited by 
Johnson: 

We haue as yet no certaine proofe or experience concerning the vertues of this kinde of Corne; 
although the barbarous Indians, which know no better, are constrained to make a vertue of 
necessitie, and thinke it a good food: whereas we may easily iudge, that it nourisheth but little, 
and is of hard and euill digestion, a more conuenient food for swine than for men.[37] 

European explorers and settlers in America were acutely aware of the influences of diet and 
climate on humoral, porous bodies, both their own and those of the Indigenous people they 
encountered.[38] Despite Spanish cultivation of maize in South America and the West Indies—
José de Acosta’s Historia Natural y Moral de las Indias (1590) reports that “The Spanyards 
and the Indians eate this Mays boyled and roasted for daintinesse”—the grain was nonetheless 
associated with native bestiality and, like cannibalism, suggested the marginal humanity of 
those who consumed it.[39] Yet, although the belief in humoralism guided understandings of 
the human body, the American experience increasingly introduced moral and racial 
promiscuities that complicated global divisions based on Hippocratic humors or religious 
advantage.[40]Central to the cause of affirming European identity was the comparison between 
maize and wheat. At the same time that maize was denigrated, wheat, the preferred grain 
throughout Europe, “was imbued with sacred significance.”[41]Catholics maintained that 
wheat bread and wine were the substances that became the body and blood of Christ in Holy 
Eucharist; maize was incapable of transubstantiation.[42] Spanish settlers, as Earle describes, 
were at pains to provide adequate supplies of wheat bread and wine to America to sustain the 
religious ritual and to ensure their continued health, which they feared would be compromised 
by the American diet and climate.[43] Protestant colonists and explorers faced a less critical 
doctrinal dilemma, since bread and wine were symbolic rather than essential to Communion: 
thus Calvinist minister Jean de Léry records in his Histoire d’un voyage faict en la terre du 
Bresil (1578) that settlers agreed “celebrer la Cène auec les choses plus communes qui seroyent 
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au lieu de pain & de vin pour la nourriture des hommes du pais ou il seroyent” (“to celebrate 
the Lord’s Supper with the commonest things that took the place of bread and wine in the land 
where they were”).[44] 

Uncertain about the effects of maize on their humoral bodies and dispositions—despite having 
been saved from starvation during the brutal winters of the LIA by “Indian Corn”—English 
colonists in Plymouth planted their first crop of maize in 1621 and at the same time attempted 
to grow “English Graine with little success.”[45] Positive comments about maize, though few, 
are issued from the Virginian colony, where colonists were “constrained to make a vertue of 
necessitie,” as Gerard puts it, but nonetheless achieved “two harvests” by rotation of English 
grains and maize.[46] Edward Waterhouse reports that in Virginia, “the Graine also of our 
owne Country [is] prospering there very well; but their Maize (being the naturall Graine of 
VIRGINIA) doth farre exceed in pleasantnesse, strength, fertilitie, and generalitie of vse, the 
Wheat of England.”[47] In An Advice How to Plant Tobacco in England (1615), the author tells 
us, “The people of the South-parts of Virginia [say] that God in the creation did first make a 
woman, then a man, thirdly great maize, or Indian wheat, and fourthly, Tobacco.”[48] 

The transatlantic rivalry between staple crops implies a cultural relativism that troubled 
European definitions of the human and the Eurocentrism on which traditional beliefs were 
grounded. Acosta observes, “to this continent [God] hath given wheate, which is the chiefe 
nourishment of man; and to the Indians he hath given Mays.” His judgment of maize as inferior 
to wheat is based on pragmatic rather than religious grounds: maize “hath the second place to 
wheate, for the nourishment of men and beasts.”[49] Gerard’s Herball (1633) likewise 
embodies the cultural superiority of “English Graine” on the title page: Ceres grasps a generous 
bundle of wheat in her arms, while behind her back an ear of corn insinuates. An obelisk 
standing beside it once again recalls the myth of an Asian origin (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Title page from John Gerard, The Herball or Generall Historie of Plantes, expanded 
by Thomas Johnson (London: Adam Islip, Joice Norton and Richard Whitakers, 1633). Creative 
Commons: CC-PD-Mark/Author died more than 100 years ago public domain image 

A winter crop, wheat was extremely vulnerable to the hard winters of the LIA, and the long 
period of growth between sowing and harvesting left it vulnerable to erratic weather. Despite 
the growing diversity of crop cultivation, including barley, beans, and rye beans as grain, and 
turnips and clover as fodder, England was overly-dependent on wheat both as a source of 
sustenance and as a product for market and export.[50] The recurring famines of the LIA—
affecting various regions of England in 1555–1557, 1594–1597, 1622–1623, 1648–1652, 1690, 
and 1728—coincided with episodes of weather extremes, including harsh winters, wet 
summers, drought, and violent storms occurring with increasing frequency in the seventeenth 
century, occasionally bringing tidal surges inland and contaminating soil and standing 
harvests.[51]The benefits of maize include a shorter growing season, allowing for rotation with 
wheat and fodder crops, and having far greater yields and higher nutritional value than 
traditional grains. These were not realized in England. In Iberia, where widescale maize 
cultivation was similarly delayed until the eighteenth century, Álvaro Aragón-Ruano has 
documented the economic and health benefits of maize for farmers and rural communities in 
the Cantabrian region from the late sixteenth century onward.[52] “The agrarian 
circumstances of the period between the 1590s and the 1730s,” responding to “various 
subsistence and demographic crises,” lead him to conclude that “that a society suffering from 
serious difficulties is one more adapted to change, more able to become adapted to new 
productive conditions than one more fortunately placed.”[53] While societies slowly were 
adapting, maize itself was an evolving partner in its diffusion across Europe: this spread, 
“accompanied by an extreme diversification, and adaptation to the long days and low 
temperatures of temperate climates has been a key step in maize evolution.”[54] Yet maize was 
not uniformly the solution to Europe’s food insecurity: in southwest France, where it was 
cultivated for consumption as early as 1630, 95 percent of the wheat harvest was exported, 
leaving only maize for private use. When that crop failed, famine ensued. Rather than solving 
the subsistence crisis, Appleby concludes, diversified cultivation such as this, driven by the 
market value of wheat rather than corn, actually increased vulnerability to famine and ill-
health among some rural communities.[55] 

In England, climate was less of an impediment to the diffusion of maize than attitudes toward 
the grain. This is especially true since the type of corn described and grown by Gerard and other 
English herbalists is “Northern Flint,” which was “widespread in eastern North America in 
pre-Columbian times,” and which had become the staple crop of North American settlers by 
1620.[56] Yet the perceived lack of medicinal or nutritional value in maize, and its denigration 
as food for Turks and “barbarous Indians,” made it unfit for human consumption. Gerard’s 
comment that maize is better suited as food for swine than men seems less a serious promotion 
of the crop’s potential as fodder than a rhetorical gesture casting its human consumers as 
bestial. Similarly, Lyte’s claim that the Turks use maize “in the time of dearth” is not a 
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recommendation but a curse. Moreover, any attempt to map the views of the herbalists onto 
actual agrarian practice is vexed by the elite character of the herbals and of their audiences. 
Lyte’s description of maize as “in fashion” in England, and Gerard’s experience of maize grown 
“in myne own garden” associate maize with novelties and curiosities, an association that 
limited its planting in England to gardens, and particularly to gardens maintained by the gentry 
and nobility. 

As such, written accounts of the cultivation of maize across Europe almost exclusively refer to 
its planting in private gardens. When the German herbalist Leonhart Fuchs’s Historia 
Stirpium (1542) discusses the arrival of maize in Germany, he reports it “growing in all 
gardens.”[57] The “trend of gardens containing ornamentals and novelties” was international, 
and maize was “cultivated by physicians and botanists in gardens in Italy, France, Germany 
and Holland,” as well as England.[58] The connection between gardens and wunderkammern, 
as “repositories of the exotic and the curious,” is embodied in the activities of John Tradescant 
and his sons in their garden and cabinet (called “the Ark”) in South Lambeth.[59] In 1656, a 
catalogue of the Ark and its garden lists forty varieties of native American plants, while on 
display in the cabinet were “Frutus exotici” (Exotic Fruits), many from America. An assortment 
of relics from North American tribes were also on show, the prize possession being “Pohatan, 
King of Virginia's habit all embroidered with shells, or Roanoke.”[60] 

In the gardens of the herbalists and their disciples, plants “Native and Exotick” dwell together—
firmly behind the garden wall.[61] This enclosure of maize in private gardens propagates a 
hierarchy of human engagement with climate, in which new world resources are withheld or 
dispensed by and for the privileged class, at the expense of the rural and urban poor who are 
left vulnerable to hostile conditions. This pattern of appropriation applies to a wide variety of 
new world transplants, among them beans, peppers, potatoes, tomatoes, pumpkins, sweet 
potatoes, fruits including papayas, pineapples, mulberries, and cranberries, and of course  the 
“drug foods,” sugar, tobacco, chocolate, and coffee.[62] The availability of this variety of foods 
was key to adaptive and transformative practices among the upper classes, well-armed by a 
diversified diet to withstand the assaults of the LIA. If this diet included maize at all, it would 
have been merely an occasional curiosity, as Gerard’s and Lyte’s experiences suggest. 

Yet elite works published for an elite audience can tell us little about adaptive practices among 
the less privileged. John Evelyn’s Kalendarium Hortense (1666) offers a monthly guide to 
planting in the garden (which includes beans and potatoes, but not maize), adding instructions 
for protecting “more tender, rare, exotic, and costly Shrubs, Plants and Flowers” from freezing 
in winter.[63] Evelyn’s garden is a private, urban one, and works such as his expose two nations 
of cultivation, one catering to the refined tastes of the capital, the other a matter of subsistence 
for the rural poor. As a growing imperial power, England “encompassed diverse environments 
and peoples,” and since “the LIA was spatially heterogeneous, weather that hampered the 
regional production of resources did not necessarily reduce the supply of resources available to 
imperial centres.”[64] Indeed, the incorporation of exotic botanical and horticultural species 
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into English gardens was deeply imbricated in the colonial project and “emblematic of the 
English conception of possessing the expanding world.”[65] The arrival of Europeans in 
America precipitated “the world’s first global circuits of trade,” including “Triangle trading” 
which exchanged commodities for slaves.[66] Tigner speaks of England’s  “horti-colonial 
endeavor” to point out that the transplantation of horticultural species proceeded via the 
established routes of the slave trade.[67]  We should not be surprised to learn that John Gerard, 
in his discussion of sugar cane, tells readers of The Herball that he learned “the ordering of 
these reeds when they be newly gathered […] from the mouth of an Indian my seruant.”[68] 

There was clearly a commercial aspect of this adaptive and compensatory program, although 
catering to a privileged clientele. Philip Miller’s Catalogus Plantarum (1730) describes its 
contents as  “A Catalogue of Trees, Shrubs, Plants, and Flowers both Exotic and Domestic 
which are propagated for Sale in the Gardens Near London.”[69] He provides a who’s who of 
horticultural sociability, naming those “Persons, Nobility and Gentry,” who “have 
industriously procured from abroad, Trees, Plants, Flowers and Fruits, not only from our own 
Plantations in America, but those also of other Parts of Europe, nay, even Asia and 
Africa.”[70] Miller’s topography of notable gardens includes that of Henry Compton, Bishop 
of London, in Fulham; Mary Somerset, Duchess of Beaufort in Chelsea, and William Herbert, 
Earl of Pembroke at Wilton.[71] The frontispiece of the work depicts a highly cultivated garden 
with a caption that describes the urban garden as “Exigus spatio, rariis sed fertilis herbis” (A 
small space, with rare but fertile herbs): a space for an equally rarified, cultivated population. 

John Parkinson’s Paradisi in sole, paradisus terrestris (1629) appears to be unique in its 
presentation of “A Kitchen Garden […] containing as well all sorts of herbes, as rootes and 
fruits, that are vsually planted in Gardens, to serue for the vse of the Table whether of the poore 
or rich of our Countrey.”[72] Yet, distinctions between the tastes of the rich and poor are 
evident throughout Parkinson’s work. Of the potato, he says, “The Comfit-makers preserue 
them, and candy them as diuers other things and so ordered, is very delicate.” But “The Potato’s 
of Canada,” he adds, “[have] growne to be so common here with vs at London, that euen the 
most vulgar begin to despise them, whereas when they were first receiued among vs, they were 
dainties for a Queene.”[73] 

If horticultural adaptation had reached the citizens of London, the first works to advocate the 
widespread cultivation of maize for human consumption did not appear until the middle of the 
eighteenth century. Philip Miller’s Gardener’s Dictionary (1732) echoes earlier herbalists in 
saying that maize “is seldom propagated in England but as a Curiosity in some curious 
Gardens,” but makes the case for wider adoption of the crop as fodder, becoming “a Piece of 
Good-husbandry in such Places where Beans will not succeed, as particularly in light sandy 
Lands (where the Inhabitants are at a great Loss for hearty Fodder for their Cattle).”[74] By his 
eighth edition in 1768—a century and a half after Parkinson’s first mention of the “Table […] 
of the poore”—Miller writes, “these plants are seldom cultivated in England for use, but in 
Italy and Germany it is the food of the poor inhabitants; as it is also in many parts of North 
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America.” Miller gives exact instructions for planting in a field, allowing six quarts of seed to 
an acre of land, “which, if the soil be good, will commonly produce fifty bushels of 
Corn.”[75] Ground into flour, 

the poorest sort of people in America, and also in Italy and Germany, make their bread of this 
flour [and] in times of scarcity of other grain, this would be a better substitute for the poor than 
Bean flour, or other sorts that have been used in England, and at all times will be found a hearty 
food for cattle, hogs, and poultry. 

Maize may be cultivated, Miller concludes, “to answer both purposes to advantage.”[76] 

Evidence of cultivation of specific crops can be derived from tithe files, where apportionments 
of arable land are recorded. However, products grown for private use were not taxed.[77] Many 
of the benefits which might have been acquired through maize cultivation were  clearly sought, 
as the tithe files indicate, but they were realized by the use of other crops or plants. The 
reclamation of non-arable lands—as Miller puts it, “light, sandy lands”—especially suited for 
maize, was managed by planting fodder crops, while the productivity of fallow land was 
increased by crop rotation.[78] These fodder crops were primarily clover and turnips, according 
to Overton, and beans, as Miller implies, while crop rotations began to include potatoes for 
human and animal consumption.[79] However, maize (or Turkie Wheat or Indian Corn) does 
not appear in tithe surveys—a difficulty exacerbated by the tendency to refer to all grains 
(wheat, rye, barley, and oats) by the single word “corn.” Thus when a parishioner in Anglesey, 
in lieu of tithes, paid with “a dinner every alternative Sunday for the officiating minister, and 
a feed of corn for his horse,” this may be evidence that maize was in use as fodder, but most 
likely refers to a more familiar grain.[80] We may be left to conclude that “farmers who 
cultivated maize did so because they could escape taxes and rents since landlords and ‘city folk’ 
wanted nothing to do with it.”[81] 

The increasing productivity of English agriculture by the mid-eighteenth century in large part 
may have alleviated the food insecurity of the earlier LIA by the time Miller’s advocation of 
maize was issued. “Compared to France or Central Europe,” as White points out, “England’s 
milder Atlantic climate, diversified rural economy, and access to maritime imports undoubtedly 
helped its grain prices to adjust to long-term climate trends.”[82] After 1660, protections of the 
domestic supply of grain were implemented which ensured Britain’s self-sufficiency in grain 
until the mid-eighteenth century.[83] Poor laws, a unique aspect of the English adaptation to 
the hardships of the LIA, ensured charity for the poor in their parishes from their 
implementation in 1601 to their replacement by workhouses in 1834.[84] And although the 
weather extremes of the LIA would continue for another half-century, "the English escape 
from famine came early, though as late as 1800–1801 food shortage brought real distress, even 
if its impact was not demographically marked."[85]While weather extremes continued to cause 
regional shortfalls throughout the eighteenth century, their failure to result in increased 
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mortality suggests that adaptive and transformative practices had, at least in part, reduced the 
vulnerability of the countryside as well as the city. 

Yet, it is hard to ignore the denigration of maize by botanists, or the fact that it is less likely to 
appear as a staple in kitchen gardens than to be grown as a curiosity in gardens of the elite. As 
a subsistence crop, the negative associations of maize blend poverty with ethnicity and 
animalism. While private cultivation may have enabled farmers to “trade down” to less 
desirable grains in times of dearth, the unwavering devotion of the English to wheat seems to 
have pervaded all classes and meant that these communities would return to planting wheat 
when times improved.[86] While Miller’s recommendation of maize as food for the poor falls 
on deaf ears (as it appears to have done), his motives in suggesting it are not entirely clear. As 
the chief gardener of the Chelsea Physic Garden, Miller’s career had been devoted to extracting 
the medicinal “virtues” from plants. Yet there is little indication that the wellbeing of the poor 
was his primary concern. In the centripetal pull of commodities toward the privileged 
consumers of London, altruism is easily overcome by self-interest.[87] While the refined taste 
and religious sensibilities of gentlemen demand wheat, maize will serve the poor, despite the 
fact that, “this grain seldom agrees with those who have not been accustomed to eat it.”[88] If 
Miller’s gesture is less than charitable, it may rather mobilize workers and their crops as 
commodities ensuring the continued prosperity of the “imperial centre.” The legacy of 
associations of maize with the bestial, the alien, the heathenish infects the crop and, implicitly, 
its consumers, deflecting this narrative from its authors to those who are degenerated by 
poverty, protecting and assuring the humanity of the privileged at the expense of the 
marginally (or non) human. 

Part 3: Rarities never before seen 

When the Plymouth settlers arrived in North America in 1620, they were met not with the 
temperate climate and plentiful fare they anticipated in the new world, but bitter cold and 
imminent starvation; not with feast but with famine. Although the settlers would turn to maize 
out of necessity, here, too, “Indian corn” would be imbued with racialized associations and 
subject to resource appropriation by the privileged. They planted their first crop of maize in 
1621 with the help of an English-speaking Indigenous person, Tisquantum, whom they called 
Squanto, “the onely natiue of Patuxat, where we now inhabite.”[89] William 
Bradford’s Relation (1622) of Plymouth’s founding tells us that Tisquantum “was one of the 
twentie Captiues that by Hunt were carried away, and had beene in England & dwelt in 
Cornehill with master Iohn Slanie a Marchant, and could speake a little English.”[90] Thomas 
Hunt had accompanied John Smith to Massachusetts in 1614, and after Smith’s return to 
England, Hunt captured twenty villagers of Patuxat, selling most of them as slaves in Spain 
before Tisquantum “got away for England.”[91] When he returned to New England in the 
service of English explorers in 1619, an epidemic had killed all the remaining members of his 
tribe. At Tisquantum’s death in September 1622, Bradford provided one of the few epitaphs for 
the 60 million Amerindians who perished in the first century of European settlement: 
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Squanto fell sick of an Indean feavor, bleeding much at the nose (which the Indeans take for a 
simptome of death), and within a few days dyed ther; desiring the Gov[enor] to pray for him, 
that he might goe to the Englishmens God in heaven, and bequeathed sundrie of his things to 
sundry of his English freinds, as remembrances of his love; of whom they had a great loss.[92] 

In many respects, Tisquantum represented to the English the model Native. His service in 
England had exposed him to a civilized people who taught him the English tongue and the 
tenets of Christianity. His deathbed performance—encouraging prayers from attendants, 
bequeathing gifts to friends, and expressing the hope that he will “goe to the Englishmens God 
in heaven”—was worthy of any reformed English man or woman. Tisquantum’s friendship 
with the English is the stuff of the Thanksgiving myth. Never mind that “Squanto” is not 
actually his name; that God remains the English god, one perhaps among many; that his entire 
village had been extinguished; or that he had been enslaved. His life story is a parable of the 
European encounter with the Indigenous people of America; one that proceeded entirely on 
their own terms and for their own benefit. If herbalists, as we have seen, make use of maize 
and its consumption to discriminate between human, less human, and nonhuman agents—a 
strategy to adapt to and rise above the challenges posed by the LIA—colonizers, too, advance 
themselves as singularly true humans, and therefore rightful proprietors of the new world and 
its resources.  Bradford’s “Of Plimoth Plantation” (1620) recounts episodes in which colonists, 
“not yet well acquainted with the mannor of Indean corne,” to relieve their hunger “fell to 
plaine stealing [of corn], both night and day from the Indeans.”[93] 

Two intertwined aspects of Tisquantum’s story emerge from and contribute to the global 
ecology in which anthropogenic climate change exacerbated the weather extremes of the LIA. 
In America, the genocide of the Amerindians profoundly altered the landscape and ecosystem, 
contributing to global cooling.[94] As late-comers to colonization, the Plymouth settlers 
suffered bitterly cold winters and violent weather extremes, in part due to the relative 
harshness of the continental climate, and in part the legacy of Spanish colonial enterprises that 
had been decimating the population of South America for more than a century. The second 
aspect of Tisquantum’s story, deeply imbricated with the first, is slavery, both the ongoing 
capture of the Indigenous populations of the Americas and their enslavement in both old and 
new worlds, and the enslavement of Africans transported to the new world.[95] In the face of 
dwindling native populations in the Americas, the cultivation of the “drug foods” in high 
demand in Europe—chiefly coffee, sugar, and tobacco—required ever-growing numbers of 
workers to meet supply.[96] Conversely, as many as 650,000 Indigenous Americans  were 
“enslaved and forced to relocate to foreign lands” in the sixteenth century; a demographic loss 
that represents a deferred, if certain, contribution to “The Great Dying” of America’s 
Indigenous population.[97] 

By the time of Tisquantum’s arrival in England, Indigenous people of the Americas had become 
familiar figures in Europe, both through direct encounters with those captured or displayed, or 
through the accounts of voyages that were richly illustrated (if after the fact), or through prints 
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and decorative arts.[98] Yet, these Indigenous people were never familiar: they were 
consistently perceived as curious commodities, like the “marueilous strange plante,” maize; 
creatures of difference who appeared only marginally human, if at all. Curiosity surrounds 
accounts of new world voyages as well as its commodities, both human and nonhuman, and 
novelties witnessed in Europe are called upon to corroborate wondrous tales of a world beyond. 
Translating André Thevet’s New found worlde, or Antarctie (1568), Thomas Hacket includes 
an “Admonition to the Reader” meant to entice and appease: 

Doubt not gentle Reader, but that the description of this present historie wil make thee to 
wonder, as wel bicase of the varietie of things that herein thou mayst Reade, as also of many 
others whiche at the first wil seme unto thee rather monstrous than naturall…But if thou 
herein stande in doubt, then those that have travelled thether, and those Indians that were 
brought from hence, can affirme al things herein contayned to be true.[99] 

Like the trend of curious gardens filled with exotics and rarities, the vogue of the Native in the 
sixteenth century diverted European attention from the suffering of humans to the novelty of 
the unnatural creatures passing before their eyes. Between 1502 and 1588, 268 separate 
depictions of Indigenous Americans were published across Europe; 70 fêtes, entries, masques 
and pageants featured Indigenous people between 1492 and 1700.[100] Throughout the 
sixteenth century, the figure at the center of this swirl of images was the Tupinambá warrior, 
one of the Tupi people indigenous to Brazil (Figure 3).[101] The Tupi’s appearance and 
customs—specifically, the lurid tales of cannibalism that pervaded both narrative and visual 
depictions—struck the European imagination as the height of curiosity and exoticism.[102] The 
curiosity of maize has another face; one painted with strangeness, masking  colonial oppression, 
enslavement, and genocide. 
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Figure 3. British Museum, BM Record P_SL-5270-10, John White, Watercolor of Tupi Dancers. 
Creative Commons: CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. 

Across colonial America, Indigenous people were viewed as “savages,” weak in constitution and 
intelligence, unable to withstand the onslaught of disease or to make productive use of the land. 
Colonists, by contrast, were armed with the belief that their labors would improve the land and 
climate, making it more accommodated to their humors, warmer and more temperate, and 
therefore more receptive of English crops.[103] “Nature cannot reach its full potential without 
human care,” as Karen Kupperman summarizes this line of thinking; “it may even degenerate 
without it.”[104] Needless to say, settlers considered the Indigenous peoples’ less than human 
occupation of the country to have led to the degeneration of nature. In English plantations, 
epidemics were seen as “miraculous plagues,” proving and justifying settlers’ natural right to 
seize lands on which Indigenous residents could not thrive.[105] Moreover, colonial settlers, in 
both North and South America, were systemically incapable of perceiving the patterns of pre-
Columbian cultivation everywhere visible in the landscape, unable to comprehend that “pre-
Columbian America was a humanized landscape.”[106] Settlers would have been greeted by a 
variegated landscape of meadows, grasslands, forests in various states of regrowth, and wide 
evidence of agricultural practice; all anthropogenic, many abandoned.[107] The main 
technology that resulted in “the mosaic quality of New England ecosystem” was 
burning.[108] Colonial accounts such as William Wood’s frequently mention selective burning 
of forests and underbrush by Indigenous people, noting  the abandonment of some forests and 
subsequent reforestation: “In some places where the Indians dyed of the Plague some 
foureteene yeares agoe, is much underwood because it hath not beene burned,” making it 
“unusefull and troublesome to travell thorow.”[109]Writing in 1634, Wood refers to the 
epidemic that coincided with the first arrival of the colonists at Plymouth—one in a series that 
would ultimately kill most of the Indigenous population. 

Relying on the Ptolemaic division of the globe into seven “climates” (that is, latitudes), New 
England settlers assumed that lands sharing the same climate as England would align with and 
support their humoral dispositions.[110] However, the continental climate of North America 
was much colder and more “prone to extremes” than England’s oceanic climate: as a result, 
winters were colder than colonists had anticipated, and weather extremes were frequent and 
violent.[111] In the depths of the LIA, made deeper by the effects of The Great Dying, the first 
stage of English plantation occurred “at an inauspicious period for the founding of 
colonies.”[112] John Winthrop’s Journal offers a detailed account of the weather extremes 
assaulting the Massachusetts Bay Colony from 1630 to 1649. Colonists endured harsh winters 
annually, with rivers and the bay freezing in 1630/1, 1634/5, 1637/8, and in the ‘great frost’ of 
1641/2: 

The frost was so great and continual this winter, that all the bay was frozen over, so much and 
so long, as the like, by the Indians’ relation, had not been these 40 years, and it continued from 
the 18th of this month to the 21st of the 12th month [March] so as horses and carts went over 
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in many places where ships have sailed […] To the southward also the frost was as great and 
the snow as deep, and at Virginia itself the great bay was much of it frozen over, and all their 
great rivers, so as they lost much cattle for want of hay, and most of their swine.[113] 

Wet, cold summers caused corn to spoil in the fields: in 1634, “men were forced to plant their 
corn two or three times, for it rotted in the ground,” and again in 1642, “much Indian corn 
never ripened” and “people who fed upon that corn were extraordinarily infected with worms 
in their bodies all the year following.”[114] In 1645, “corn was very scarce all over the country, 
so as [many families] were forced to live of clams, muscles, cataos, dry fish, etc.”[115] In May 
of 1648, Winthrop writes, “This year corn was very scarce, and so it was in all countries of 
Europe.”[116] Although Winthrop blames scarcity in the colony on “our transporting much to 
the West Indies, and the Portugal and Spanish Islands,” a drought in the summer of 1647 was 
so severe “as their potatoes and corn, etc., were burnt up.”[117] In 1638 alone, the colony was 
visited by hard winter which froze rivers and the bay, a cold spring, an earthquake, “a 
hiracano,” a drought, and “a great tempest.”[118] 

New England colonists, according to Winthrop, viewed triumphs over these adversities as 
divine interventions, affirming their sovereignty over the land. Climatic disasters were often 
averted through the power of prayer, fasting and “humiliations”: during the drought in 1640, 
a “day of humiliation” resulted in “such store of rain, and so seasonably, as the corn revived 
and gave hope of a very plentiful harvest.”[119] Morton’s New-England’s Memoriall recalls 
that upon seeing “so sweet and gentle showers” reviving the colonists’ corn, the Indigenous 
people were astonished and confessed “that the English mans God is a good God, for he hath 
heard you, and sent you Rain, and that without Storms, and Tempests, and Thunder, which 
usually we have with our Rain, which breaks down our Corn; but your stands whole and good 
still.”[120] 

The miracles demonstrated through climate and crops, favoring the colonists and cursing the 
“Indians [with] Storms and Tempests, and Thunder,” register English efforts to convert 
Indigenous people to Christianity. The missionary project, however, met with less than success. 
As Laura Stevens puts it, “By the second half of the eighteenth century British missionary 
writings exhibited a preoccupation with what had become a necessary task: explaining the 
failure of most efforts to convert Indians.” While any number of parties were blamed in this 
thwarted attempt, “Above all, these writings blamed Indians for refusing the blessings of 
Protestant Christianity.”[121] The unregenerate paganism of the natives had humoral  aspects 
and implications as well: Indigenous people’s “dietary preferences revealed an underlying 
bestiality, all the more so given that Amerindians persisted in eating such foods after they had 
been introduced to the superior European diet.”[122] 

Morton relates an episode shortly after the Plymouth settlers’ arrival in New England that 
illustrates their first impressions of the land and its inhabitants, and the centrality of maize to 
their nascent colonial enterprise: 
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The next morning they followed the Indians tracts, but could not finde them nor their 
dwellings, but at length lighted on a good quantity of clear ground near to a Pond of fresh 
water, where formerly the Indians had planted Indian Corn, at which place they saw sundry of 
their graves; and proceeding further, they found new Stubble where Indian Corn had been 
planted the same year; also they found where lately an house had been, where some Planks and 
a great Kettle was remaining, and heaps of sand newly paddled with their hands, which they 
digged up, and found in them divers fair Indian Baskets filled with Corn, some whereof was in 
Ears fair and good of divers colours, which seemed to them a very goodly sight, having seen 
none before: Of which Rarities they took some to carry to their friends on Shipboard, like as 
the Israelites Spies brought from Eshcol some of the good fruits of the Land.[123] 

An abandoned homestead, dotted with graves, and rarities unearthed (and stolen), framed by 
the providential discovery of the promised land—it is a narrative that bespeaks the 
appropriation of new world resources by the English, the erasure of Indigenous people, and the 
rationale supporting this colonial enterprise. It echoes, too, the cult of curiosity surrounding 
the reception of the New World and its Indigenous people throughout Europe; a movement 
which the Plymouth settlers would have witnessed if not shared. 

While the colonists’ ignorance of maize signals its lack of cultivation in England, Morton’s use 
of the term “rarity,” the preferred classification of the grain in England, registers the exclusive 
agenda of herbalists and their privileged clientele, and—although in a different climate—
reaffirms the hierarchy of the human and the nonhuman that enabled the privileged to adapt, 
survive, and even prosper during the tumultuous period of the LIA. For the New England 
settlers, privilege rested on their religious belief, their education, and their assumed mastery 
over the land and its inhabitants, both human and nonhuman. Although the corn is stolen from 
the Indigenous people, they are, in any case, absent, unknown—probably dead—and 
undeserving of such a “Raritie.” 

Part 4. God’s husbandry 
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Figure 4. Nicholas Stone, Monument for William Austin, Southwark Cathedral (1633). 
Creative Commons: CC-Zero, attrib. Poliphilo. 

Nicholas Stone’s monument for William Austin, erected in Southwark Cathedral in 1633 
(Figure 4), draws on and condenses the representational and ideological machinations of the 
curious, deployed to manage resources—human and nonhuman—in England and New England 
amid the hardships of the LIA. The memorial gives shape to the agrarian and devotional 
metaphors and practices informing the reception of and resistance to maize in England, and 
sublimates the discursive strategies at play in the denigration of maize and its consumers. 
Austin, born the son of a dyer in Southwark, rose to become a barrister in Lincoln’s Inn and a 
minor author, whose devotional works were published posthumously by his widow.[124] From 
1608 to 1611, Austin assisted in distributions of support to the poor of Paris Garden, 
Southwark, in accordance with the Poor Laws, and in 1610 he served as one of the overseers of 
the poor. His annual account gives us a snapshot of how charity in the parish was managed.[125] 

Their receipts 

Of the ouerseers Of the pore Of the burrough Of Southwarke 

By 15d a 
weeke                                                                                                                             3  i  3 

at the church dores on Sondaies and Thursdays                                                                          3  9  3 

at the comunion 
table                                                                                                                 0  i9  7 

of the inhabitants                                                                                                                        17 
16 5 

… 

from the Play 
house                                                                                                                    4  6  8 

… 

received in 
legacies                                                                                                                     7  0  0 
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Both Austin and his mother, Lady Joyce Clarke, remembered the poor of Southwark with 
legacies in their wills.[126] The rural poor are acknowledged—at once exploited and beatified—
in the figures of two female farm workers, the “Reapers,” on Austin’s monument. 

Austin commissioned the monument after his mother’s death in 1626, and he was eventually 
buried with her and his first wife, Anna, beneath the monument. The memorial program adapts 
a metaphor from 1 Corinthians 3:9, “For we are the labourers, ye are God’s husbandry.” 
Although the verse marks a division between the human workers, Paul and the Apostles, and 
the land worked (the church at Corinth), Austin’s monument collapses this distinction between 
human and nonhuman, eliding human agency by including only the latter portion of the verse, 
“Vos estis Dei agriculture” (“You are God’s husbandry”), inscribed on the pediment. An angel, 
the Allegory of Agriculture (who once held a sickle, now lost), stands on the rock of Christ, 
from which a stream flows, irrigating the field of wheat in the foreground.[127]  Another emblem 
is woven through the wheat, further associating the death and rebirth of the human with those 
of crops: “It is not quickened unless it dies.” Below a second inscription further extends the 
agricultural image: “He hath sown, fostered and washed us. He gathers us together and will 
renew us.” On either side of this inscription, two exhausted female laborers rest, one with a 
rake and the other with a pitchfork and scythe. Beneath one is the word “Congregabunt,” 
"They shall gather," and beneath the other the word “Messores” (“reapers”). Below them, the 
epitaph is inscribed on a winnowing fan, and a shovel bearing Austin’s coat of arms completes 
the scheme. 

Like most funeral monuments of the period, Austin’s is an elite production, but set within the 
communal space of the church. While the message may be lost on parishioners who lack an 
understanding of Latin, the visual elements of the memorial, while curious in their precise 
setting in Austin’s lifetime, evoke scriptural metaphors familiar to members of all classes. An 
urban sculpture, the monument exploits the countryside and agrarian technologies and 
innovations emerging in the early seventeenth century. In an increasingly diversified ecology, 
largely enabled by the importation of new world plants, crop rotations and water management 
increased productivity, while some new plants (maize, for instance) required hoeing rather than 
ploughing to manage weeds. [128] As such, a larger workforce was needed. Austin’s female 
farmers may reflect the reality of women and children working in the fields (and almost 
certainly in gardens).[129] Yet, Austin’s monument develops these practices in a more than 
human space, reimagining the tools of the harvest as figures not of Austin’s own labor, but of 
God’s. The two lovely female workers on the monument, wearing broad-brimmed straw hats 
against the sun—here the “Sol Justitiae” (“The Sun of Righteousness”) surmounting the 
monument—are the only human figures present, displacing the expected effigies of Austin’s 
mother, wife, and Austin himself. Their identification as angelic reapers invokes the Second 
Coming as a harvest, reworking ecology as eschatology. They are both exhausted farmers and 
farmers of men, blurring the boundaries between the human and more than human.[130] Indeed, 
the monument’s middle register, where traditionally recumbent effigies of the deceased appear, 
is occupied instead by a field of wheat. 
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Imagining the human as God’s crop, not the farmer but the farmed, casts God as a 
discriminating husbandman, one who separates the wheat from the chaff. He is also a divine 
feeder, whose sustenance is the human field, an orthodox, sanctified field of wheat. If death eats 
the body, the resurrection will sow the crop anew, regenerate the field. The notion of the human 
body as crop assumes that the humoral, porous human and the nonhuman are fluid entities; 
mutual, if not transubstantial, sharers in the seasonal process of spiritual sowing and reaping. 

In the years between his wife’s death in 1622 (after her tenth childbirth, the inscription tells 
us) and Austin’s own, eleven years later, two years of failed harvests resulted in famine in 
northern England; “an extreme & vehement storm” struck Devon and floodwaters destroyed 
53  houses there; “a whirl wind” was visited on the Thames; a wet spring and summer in 1629 
caused failed harvests and food shortages; and another wet autumn and winter in 1633 resulted 
in “major harvest failures.”[131] In New England, settlers of the Plymouth colony passed 
through the first “inauspicious” decade, beset by frozen waterways, failed harvests, violent 
winds, fatal bouts of scurvy, and “great winds” that repeatedly “cast to sea” vessels large and 
small.[132] In Austin’s monument, the untamed climate of the LIA is suspended between death 
and resurrection. “Anna [his] spouse,” the inscription reads, “most bright and fair, is first sown. 
She is covered in this earth, unto the day and the hope of blossoming forth again […] Sown in 
corruption, raised in incorruption (as it is written), she hath made a propitious sowing.” “Lady 
Joyce Clarke,” the script continues, “here awaits the change of springing up once more to life 
in Christ in due season.” In the transformation from human to crop, the grave becomes the 
fertile soil in which these seeds are safely planted. Between now and the harvest to come, 
humans and their likenesses dissolve as the collective body of Christians becomes a vibrant field 
of wheat—not maize—joined in the communion the field represents. Discrimination, 
distinction, and differences lie elsewhere. Finally, Austin himself—a wealthy householder 
whose gardens and cupboards are replete—furnishes the table of God. He was “at Table, a Feast 
in himself.” 

Curiosity was a convenient category with which to confront and manage difference, whether 
human, nonhuman, or the more than human twists and turns of weather extremes in the LIA. 
It was a useful technology in the transplantation of maize into the gardens of the privileged, 
one with which to distinguish between the human and less than human in narratives created 
by the privileged few. Following the reception of maize in the hands of English herbalists and 
New England colonists reveals a transatlantic culture in which rights to possession and 
dispossession based on race and class—the notional purchase ensuring access to plenty for the 
privleged and want for the poor in England, and enabling “the Great Dying” in the Americas—
are thoroughly imbricated with the Columbian Exchange and its contribution to the weather 
extremes assaulting both sides of the Atlantic. Simultaneously degraded as barbarous and 
coveted as a curiosity, maize suggests the ambivalence with which the old world confronted the 
new world,  its new resources, and its new facsimiles of the human. Yet when the novelty wears 
off—when the poor are encouraged to “trade down” to maize, or when the curious Native 
becomes a familiar slave—the obverse of curiosity is abjection. 
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