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I. INTRODUCTION

The cultivated amaranths (Amaranthus sp.) are used for food grain,
leafy vegetables, forage, ornamental gardening, and other potential uses.
The wild species include some weeds, and wild non-weeds. All the ama-
ranths are broad-leaf warm-season annuals.

A. Historical Review

The domestication of the grain amaranth species is not fully under-
stood, but Sauer (1993) investigated this question in the 1950s. The ear-
liest dating of amaranth as a domesticated grain crop comes from
archeological digs at a cave in Tehaucan, Puebla, Mexico, where seeds
of Amaranthus cruentus were dated as 6,000 years old, although Sauer
(1993) notes that initial domestication could have occurred much ear-
lier and in different locations. The oldest known seeds of A. hypochon-
driacus appeared in the same caves about 1500 years BP, although
domestication may have occurred earlier.

Sauer (1993) believes the progenitor of A. cruentus to be A. hybridus,
which is currently found over a wide range of plains and mountains in
North, Central, and South America. Amaranthus hypochondriacus has
characteristics of both A. cruentus and the wild species A. powelli, and
may be a hybrid of the two. The origin of the third species of grain ama-
ranth, A. caudatus, is more uncertain to Sauer. Amaranthus caudatus
has been used in South America’s Andean highlands (Peru, Bolivia,
Argentina) for centuries (Early 1992; Sauer 1993), but the timing and
location of domestication are unknown. Amaranthus caudatus may
have been domesticated from an early introduction of A. cruentus that
then crossed with a wild Amaranthus in the region (Sauer 1993). Chan
and Sun (1997) found evidence with isozyme and RAPD markers sug-
gesting that A. hybridus is a common ancestor to all the cultivated grain
species.

The archeological record shows domesticated amaranth seeds appear-
ing over a wide range, from Argentina into the southern United States
(Sauer 1993). Grain amaranth was used by various Indian groups in the
southwestern United States, and light-colored A. hypochondriacus seeds



