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Zea mays L.

GENUS Zea FAMILY Poaceae

COMMON NAMES  Corn, Maize

EDIBLE PARTS AND USES

Edible parts: Seeds, Leaves, Cereal, Flowers, Vegetable

The cobs are eaten cooked. The dried grains can be crushed and used. The meal can be used for breads, cake,
soups, stews etc. Pancake like Tortillas from corn have been a staple food in Central America.
Maize is cooked and prepared in many different ways. They are boiled, roasted, dried, steamed and other ways.

Corn oil is used in salads and cooking.
Young tassels are cooked and eaten. The pollen is used in soups. The fresh silks are used in tortillas.
The pith of the stem can be chewed or made into syrup. Sprouted seeds are eaten.

DESCRIPTION

A grass. It is an annual plant 2-3 m high. It has a single stem. The stem is solid. It can be 2-3 cm across. Usually

there are 14 internodes but this can vary from 8-21. It is a large grass family plant with prop roots near the base.
Some forms produce tillers near the base. Seed roots feed the plant initially then casual side roots develop from
the lowest node on the plant and continue supplying the plants nutrients. Roots can go sideways for 1 m or

downwards for 2-3 m. It is a very variable plant and due to cross pollination variation continues and all forms
hybridize. Leaves are produce one after another along opposite sides of the stem and there are between 8 and
21 leaves. The leaf sheath wraps around the stem but opens towards the top of the sheath. The leaf blade is 30-
150 cm long and 5-15 cm wide. The leaf blade has a pronounced midrib and is often wavy along the edge. The

male flower or tassel is at the top. The female flower is called the ear. It is on a short stalk in the axils of one of
the largest leaves about half way down the stem. In the axils of the leaves it produces a large cob wrapped in
leaves. The kernels develop in an even number of rows carrying 4-30 grains along the length of the cob. Cobs

commonly have 300-1,000 grains. Normally only one or two cobs develop per plant. The seed endosperm is soft
in dent types, hard in flint and popcorn types and have more sugar in sweet types.

HABITAT

A warm temperate plant. Seeds need a soil temperature more than 10°C to germinate. The best temperature is
21-26°C. It grows best at less than 1800 m altitude in the equatorial tropics. It is grown in most areas of Asia.

Plants have been grown from sea level to 3,300 m in the Americas. It tends to be in areas too dry for rice but
wetter than for millets. Maize must have over 120 days frost free. In Nepal it grows up to 3000 m altitude. It suits
hardiness zones 8-10. In Yunnan.
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PRODUCTION

Cultivation

It is grown from seeds. It is normal to plant one seed per hole at 1-2 cm depth. A spacing of about 30 cm

between plants is suitable. For saving seed, it should be from gardens of over 200 plants and the seed from
several cobs mixed to avoid inbreeding depression.

Harvesting and Seed Production

In warm moist soil seeds geminate in 2-3 days after planting. Cobs are harvested when the grains are full and
the tassel is just starting to turn brown. This is normally about 50 days after fertilisation. It is sweetest eaten soon
after harvesting. Drought and unfavourable weather can result in the silks of the female flowers emerging after
the pollen has been shed. This results in poorly pollinated cobs.

NOTES

There are 4 Zea species. They are annual grasses from Central America.

PICTURES

Credit: Food Plants International (Bruce French)

Credit: Food Plants International (Bruce French) Credit: Food Plants International (Bruce French) Credit: Food Plants International (Bruce French)

 

Food Plants International 2 / 3



REFERENCES

Abbiw, D.K., 1990, Useful Plants of Ghana. West African uses of wild and
cultivated plants. Intermediate Technology Publications and the
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. p

Aldhmoun, M., et al, 2025, Old Plants for New Food Products? The
Diachronic Human Ecology of Wild Herbs in the Western Alps. Plants
2025, 14, 122.

Alrhmoun, M., et al, 2026, Ecological fingerprints of mountain migration
in wild food plants of North Macedonian and other Balkan Gorani.
Discover Food (2026) 6:189

Ambasta, S.P. (Ed.), 2000, The Useful Plants of India. CSIR India. p 699

Anderson, E. F., 1993, Plants and people of the Golden Triangle.
Dioscorides Press. p 224

Andrare, G. M. M., et al, 2023, Plantas Alimenticias Nao Convencionais
(PANC) Nos Levantamentos Etnobotanicos do Brazil. Novos
Cadernos NAEA v. 25 No. 2 p 219

Baa-Poku, F. & Asante, I. K., 2020, Use of Neglected and Underutilized
Crop Species (NUCS) in some farming communities in the Upper
Afram and Upper Dayi River Basins in Ghana. International Journal of
Technology and Management Research 5 (2): 48-63

Balkrishna, A., et al, 2022, Indigenous Uses of Plants among Forest-
dependent Communities of Seijosa, Arunachal Pradesh. International
Journal of Economic Plants 2022, 9(1):064-080

Barfod, A. S. & Kvist, L. P., 1996, Comparative Ethnobotanical Studies of
the Amerindian Groups in Coastal Ecuador. Biologiske Skrifter 46.
Copenhagen. p 76

Beckstrom-Sternberg, Stephen M., and James A. Duke. "The Foodplant
Database."
http://probe.nalusda.gov:8300/cgi-bin/browse/foodplantdb.
(ACEDB version 4.0 - data version July 1994)

Bernholt, H. et al, 2009, Plant species richness and diversity in urban and
peri-urban gardens of Niamey, Niger. Agroforestry Systems 77:159-
179

Bianchini, F., Corbetta, F., and Pistoia, M., 1975, Fruits of the Earth.
Cassell. p 22

Bodkin, F., 1991, Encyclopedia Botanica. Cornstalk publishing, p 1033

Bodner, C. C. and Gereau, R. E., 1988, A Contribution to Bontoc
Ethnobotany. Economic Botany, 43(2): 307-369

Bremness, L., 1994, Herbs. Collins Eyewitness Handbooks. Harper
Collins. p 275

Brickell, C. (Ed.), 1999, The Royal Horticultural Society A-Z Encyclopedia
of Garden Plants. Convent Garden Books. p 1069

Burkill, H. M., 1985, The useful plants of west tropical Africa, Vol. 2. Kew.

Burkill, I.H., 1966, A Dictionary of the Economic Products of the Malay
Peninsula. Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives, Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia. Vol 2 (I-Z) p 2327

Bussman, R. W., et al, 2016, A comparative ethnobotany of Khevsureti,
Samtskhe-Javakheti, Tusheti, Svaneti, and Racha-Lechkhumi,
Republic of Georgia (Sakartvelo), Caucasus. Journal of Ethnobiology
and Ethnomedicine.

Bussman, R. W. et al, 2017, Ethnobotany of Samtskhe-Javakheti,
Sakartvelo (Republic of Georgia), Caucasus. Indian Journal of
Traditional Knowledge Vol. 16(1) pp 7-24

Bussman, R. W., et al, 2021, Unity in diversity—food plants and fungi of
Sakartvelo (Republic of Georgia), Caucasus. Journal of Ethnobiology
and Ethnomedicine (2021) 17:72 p 13

Cheifetz, A., (ed), 1999, 500 popular vegetables, herbs, fruits and nuts
for Australian Gardeners. Random House p 107

Chiang Mai University Vol. 4 , 1964, bio1080uu, Table 6 p 63

Chin, H. F., 1999, Malaysian Vegetables in Colour. Tropical Press. p 105

Cobley, L.S. (rev. Steele, W.M.) 2nd Ed., 1976, An Introduction to the
Botany of Tropical Crops. Longmans. p 33

Coe, F. G., and Anderson, G. J., 1996, Ethnobotany of the Garifuna of
Eastern Nicaragua. Economic Botany 50(1) pp 71-107

Coe, F. G. and Anderson, G. J., 1999, Ethnobotany of the Sumu (Ulwa) of
Southeastern Nicaragua and Comparisons with Miskitu Plant Lore.
Economic Botany Vol. 53. No. 4. pp. 363-386

Cosiaux, A., 2014, Local uses of tree species and contribution of mixed
tree gardens in Saleman. Village near Manusela National Park, Seram
Island, Maluku (Indonesia) CIFOR working paper 137. p 41

Cundall, P., (ed.), 2004, Gardening Australia: flora: the gardener's bible.
ABC Books. p 1495

D'Ambrosio, U., & Puri, R. K., 2016, Foodways in transition: food plants,
diet and local perceptions of change in a Costa Rican Ngäbe
community. Journal of Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine (2016) 12:3
p 27

Duarte, M. C., et al, 2022, Diversity of Useful Plants in Cabo Verde
Islands: A Biogeographic and Conservation Perspective. Plants 2022,
11, 1313 p 15

Facciola, S., 1998, Cornucopia 2: a Source Book of Edible Plants.
Kampong Publications, p 183

Foo, J.T.S.(ed), 1996, A Guide to Common Vegetables. Singapore
Science Foundation. p 74

Fowler, D. G., 2007, Zambian Plants: Their Vernacular Names and Uses.
Kew. p 74

Fox, F. W. & Young, M. E. N., 1982, Food from the Veld. Delta Books. p
298

French, B.R., 1986, Food Plants of Papua New Guinea, A Compendium.
Asia Pacific Science Foundation p 98

French, B.R., 2010, Food Plants of Solomon Islands. A Compendium.
Food Plants International Inc. p 128

Full reference list (92 more) at https://www.echocommunity.org/en/resources/ee2adfa7-044f-4401-9e70-4395ee57fc9f

PROVIDED BY  Food Plants International

French, B.R. & Maynard, A.R. Food Plants International Database. Food Plants International

LICENCE CC BY-NC-SA 3.0

ONLINE FACT SHEET https://www.echocommunity.org/en/resources/ee2adfa7-044f-4401-9e70-4395ee57fc9f

 

Food Plants International 3 / 3

http://probe.nalusda.gov:8300/cgi-bin/browse/foodplantdb.(ACEDB
http://probe.nalusda.gov:8300/cgi-bin/browse/foodplantdb.(ACEDB
https://www.echocommunity.org/en/resources/ee2adfa7-044f-4401-9e70-4395ee57fc9f
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://www.echocommunity.org/en/resources/ee2adfa7-044f-4401-9e70-4395ee57fc9f

