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Ancient or heritage grains seem to be the new buzz word in
bread and flour marketing, but what does it really mean?

Some definitions include all types of cereals, such as millet, wild
rice or pseudo grains such as quinoa and buckwheat. But for
this article I’'m going to talk about more traditional forms of
wheat, which are pre modern plant breeding.

Wheat has seen six centuries of selective breeding, starting in
the 1400s. This is where seeds from the biggest ears of wheat
or a short, uniform height for ease of harvest, are saved to sow
the following year. This is a fairly natural process, although it
does reduce genetic diversity in the crop that’s grown. Then
since the 1980s we’ve been genetically modifying the grain for
example to have a higher gluten content for fluffier bread, or
supposedly for more disease resistance (although most times
just more tolerant of the weed killer glyphosate). The result of
raising grain in a laboratory means that modern strains have
lost the root’s ability to communicate with the soil microbes for
nutrients through their root exudates, making them wholly
dependant on agrochemicals to grow, with shallow roots that
leave them susceptible to any lack of rainfall.

John Letts and others have been praising the virtues of a
greater genetic diversity in our wheat crops for many years now.
John researched 600 year old thatched roofs, where the base
layer still contained the original thatch made from 6ft tall wheat
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with ears of many different sizes, some containing more gluten,
some less. These were from "landraces" where farmers would
hold back 10% of their harvest to use to sow the crop the
following year, meaning the wheat would adapt to the local soil
and climate, becoming well suited to the land where it grew.
Unfortunately, they were not able to grow straight from the seed
found in these roofs because the seed is only viable for around
5 years after harvesting. However they took inspiration from
these farmers and have developed a seed mix of around 300
varieties of wheat for farmers to use. These include some of the
Farro family; emmer, einkorn and spelt which are the mother
wheats to modern wheat, and wheat seeds preserved in seed
libraries across the world.

So what are the benefits of this type of wheat?

John advocates the difference with heritage grains to the farmer
is the ability of it to produce a continuous harvest from the same
land without the need for any chemical inputs and using direct
drilling so as not to plough the soil. This is because the wheat
grows much taller than weeds or under crops, developing an
understory of “dynamic accumulators” growing under the wheat.
This plant diversity is great for the soil and increases the
diversity of microbes and the bioavailability of different nutrients
for the wheat to grow strongly. The height combines with deeper
roots which are better able to cope with variations in rainfall:
minimising soil erosion and nutrient loss in heavy rain, able to
draw up water from deep down in times of drought, and are
even carbon positive increasing stable carbon in the soil.



The artisan bakers which use the flour love the way the bread is
able to be kneaded and how it rises, and customers love the
taste- so much richer than our modern wheat. There are also
many more nutrients contained in the resulting food, due to
growing in a healthy soil - great for our health too! Our local
supplier of flour for baking is “BakeryBits” who work from
Lowmore Business Park in Tonedale, and you can buy loaves
from Longstraw Bakery in Wiveliscombe.

So what about yield?

The average vyield for wheat in 2023 was 3.28 tonnes per acre
according the the gov.co.uk website. Britain is currently growing
wheat mainly in a conventional way, using inputs such as
agrochemicals and ploughing yearly. Traditional organic
farmers, according to John Letts, get around 2 tonnes per acre-
a lot less than conventional. But when farming organically you
need to have the fields in a rotation, with a couple of years in a
clover lay, and perhaps a year producing legumes. John argues
that although the yield for his heritage grains is lower still then
organic, (1.2 tonnes per acre) because you can get the same
yield year on year without a break, the overall yield is higher.

But will this be able to feed us?

Around 60% of grains currently are fed to livestock. As
discussed in previous articles, cows are better off feeding on
grass, with pigs and chickens best kept outside as part of a
rotation in an organic mixed farm, feeding on and clearing up
crop wastes/residue and insects. If we were to stop feeding
60% of our grain to animals, we could have enough to feed
ourselves if growing organically or with heritage grains. We may



also have no choice: the soil, climate and ecosystems are
becoming so degraded due to our intensive agriculture that we
won’t be able to get as much yield from conventional methods
in the future anyway.

Another benefit of farming without agrochemicals is the
increase of biodiversity within productive farmland. Rewilding
has its place in marginal land; areas too steep or wet to farm-
but in productive farmland we need to still produce food. But it’s
not just a choice between completely wild and conventional
farming. If we can produce food using nature-compatible
farming methods, in a way that also cares for the ecosystem,
then we can all thrive in a healthier world in the future.
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