




Information - Peanuts  
 

Peanuts were grown by ancient civilizations of South America at least 2,000 years 
ago. Peanuts, though native to South America, have been consumed as food for 
centuries in other places as far away from their origin as China and Africa.  
European explorers and traders returning from South American voyages brought 
peanuts with them to their homelands of Spain and Portugal. Traders from these 
countries then took peanuts grown in Europe to North Africa as trade for spices and 
elephant tusks. Later peanuts were carried aboard slave ships sailing from Africa to 
North America as food for the slaves on the long voyages across the Atlantic Ocean. 
The word goober comes from the Congo word for peanut--nguba. 

In the early 1800’s, little attention was given to the peanut. However, during the Civil 
War, troops of the Southern Confederacy were often without food. That’s when the 
peanut became a very important staple. Union soldiers came to appreciate peanuts 
too and carried home with them a taste for the Confederate’s “Goober Peas.” At least 
one Civil War song - ”Eatin’ Goober Peas” - was inspired by peanuts being roasted 
over the campfire. 

The first commercial use of peanuts was on the farm for feeding farm animals. 
Peanuts were introduced as a snack food in the New York City area about 1870. They 
were sold roasted in the shell by street vendors. As the famous Barnum Circus made 
its way across the country, it was accompanied not only by its animal and high wire 
acts but by peanut vendors, too.  

Baseball stadiums began to sell peanuts by the bagful. Once, a baseball club owner 
threatened to bar peanuts from his park because it cost too much to sweep out the 
hulls. The fans protested so loudly and energetically that the owner not only stopped 
the order but gave peanuts away free at the opening game of the next season!  
Early in the twentieth century, a Tuskegee Institute teacher and botanist,  
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George Washington Carver warned the people of the South about the cotton boll 
weevil and urged farmers to seek an alternative crop to cotton. He suggested 
peanuts, not only as a source of income in place of cotton but for enriching the soil. 
When the cotton crops were wiped out by the boll weevil, farmers began growing 
peanuts as a new source of revenue. Dr. Carvers plan had worked--he developed over 
300 uses for the peanut. 

 The peanut is an unusual plant because it flowers above the ground but bears its 
fruit below the ground. Some misconceptions about the peanut plant are that the 
peanuts grow on trees like walnuts and pecans or that the peanuts grow like 
potatoes.  
Peanuts are ranked by the U.S. Department of Agriculture as one of the six basic U.S. 
farm crops. Nine states grow almost the entire U.S. peanut crop. They are Georgia 
(which grows about 39 percent of all U.S. peanuts), followed by Texas, Alabama, 
North Carolina, Virginia, Oklahoma, Florida, South Carolina, arid New Mexico. These 
states are grouped into three regions. The Georgia-Florida-Alabama region 
(southeastern) grows mostly the medium-kernelled runner peanuts. The southwest 
region (Texas and Oklahoma) grows 55 percent Spanish and42 percent runner. The 
Virginia-Carolina area (Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina) grows mostly the 
large-kernelled Virginia peanut. New Mexico grows the Valencia peanut which has 
three to four kernels in each shell. About 55 percent of all U.S. peanuts are grown in 
the southeast, with the southwest accounting for 30 percent and Virginia-Carolina 
producing 14 percent. * 

The growing season for the farmer begins In March when he/she prepares the field 
for planting. First, the fields are fertilized. Fertilizer (phosphorous and potassium plus 
trace elements) helps the peanuts grow larger and more plentiful. Second, the fields 
are plowed to prepare for planting followed by finer cultivations to break up the soil. 
The peanut seeds are planted in May. 

Throughout the growing season, the peanuts are cultivated (to get rid of weeds), 
sprayed for insects and diseases (to prevent plant injury, crop loss, arid increase 
yield), arid irrigated. Irrigation takes place during dry periods (drought).  
Harvesting begins in September. The peanuts are dug from the ground  
 

 

 

 

 

 

*Based on data collected in 2003. 
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