
The flowers we call sunflowers comprise the plants in the genus Helianthus, with the most

cultivated species being the food and oil and wildlife food species, annual sunflower, Helianthus

annuus. This is the same species as one of the most common wild prairie sunflowers. This

group, Helianthus, is comprised of over 60 species and all are native to the Americas exclusively.

Cultivated sunflower was domesticated by the prehistoric Indigenous Americans working with a

suite of plants, that in the archaeology world is often referred to as the Eastern Agricultural

complex. The sunflower is among the oldest cultivars from this group of plant species, being

initially grown since about 5000 years ago in the Eastern and Southeastern United States. The

other food seed species in this group are Marsh-elder (Sumpweed), Iva annua; Little barley,

Hordeum pusillum; Erect knotweed, Polygonum erectum; Caroline maygrass, Phalaris

caroliniana; and Giant ragweed, Ambrosia trifida. Just two of these species, Sunflower and

Marsh-elder became truly domesticated; developed to produce seed sizes vastly larger than

their wild-growing cousins.

This assembly of plants made up Indigenous Eastern American agriculture from about 5000 to

about 300 years ago. These plants were probably gradually abandoned because of the influx of

a group of crops from the North American southwest, chiefly Maize (corn) sometimes referred

together as the Three Sisters; Maize, Beans and Squash.

Apparently, during the time when the Three Sisters was becoming the dominant Indigenous

American agriculture, the Eastern Agricultural Complex crops were grown less and less. The

giant-seeded Marsh-elder was lost altogether and the cultivated large-seeded sunflower was

only grown by a handful of Native American families, but not altogether lost and was eventually

regained as a crop. But during the 1800s, American agriculture was moving toward the

high-profit, high-yield crops of wheat and corn.

But overseas, in Russia the sunflower was noticed. Russia had a long history of large populations

and famine. Early on, Russian agronomists realized that the climate of so much of their country



was too cool and too moist to be perfect for wheat growing. They did see the sunflower as a

possibility for their situation. They focused very successfully on developing the cultivated

sunflower as an economic crop for their region. Most of the advances in modern sunflower

cultivation were accomplished by the Russians. Today, when you see the giant flower heads

marketed by the commercial seed companies as “Mammoth Russian”, this is no accident.

The wild sunflower of eastern and prairie states of the United States provides tall stalks, 3 to 7

feet tall that make perfect perches for songbirds in an environment where few trees once grew.

The freely available nectar and pollen support hundreds of kinds of bees, wasps, ants, bee flies,

hover flies, butterflies, moths, beetles. Their seeds are extremely nutritious with about 30

percent protein and about 40 percent edible oil. They form important parts of the menu for

many species of birds and small mammals, thereby supporting broad sections of the ecology of

the higher animals. In addition, the leaves and stalks are both habitat and food for developing

insects in at least four different orders, including butterflies, beetles, grasshoppers, leafhoppers,

wasps, and all the predators that they themselves support.

Their ability to remove radioactive materials from the soil has given them a role in the

purification of the environment in bioremediation. In addition, they have been discovered to

remove a long list of toxic materials from soil, including arsenic, zinc, chromium, copper, and

manganese.

If you sit all day and watch a patch of sunflowers, you will see an unending procession of

butterflies, bees, wasps, beetles, and birds, but if your night vision is excellent you will be able

to watch underwing moths, sphinx moths and green noctuid moths as well, and if you are

watching in the arid Southwest, you will occasionally see Mexican free-tailed bats drinking

nectar and pollinating the sunflowers. Not a bad deal for watching sunflowers.


