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Over a quarter of all British households grow vegetables. 
Thousands of people with a scrap of land keep chickens, 
pigs, sheep or goats. But who grows wheat? Almost nobody 
except arable farmers. The business of cultivating and 
processing our most staple food is shrouded in mystery. A 
small child can grow a carrot — but the mechanics of wheat 
production are apparently beyond the reach of the common 
citizen, requiring hundreds of horsepower of machinery and 
arcane processing equipment.

However some people are no longer content to let the agro-
industrial complex hold a monopoly over the staff of life. 
Smallholders and community groups are experimenting with 
modest areas of wheat or other bread grains; primary school 
teachers are sowing a few square metres in the school 
grounds so that their pupils can witness the process 
of making bread, from seed to loaf. 

What many of us who have grown wheat 
on an allotment scale find out is that 
it is not particularly mysterious or 
difficult at all. Wheat seeds have the 
great advantage of germinating at a 
relatively cold temperature, so they 
get away in the spring before the 
weeds and outcompete them. You 
can harvest the grain with any old 
sickle, bind the sheaves with old baler 
twine, thresh it by bashing, trampling 
or combing it, winnow it in the wind, and 
if you haven’t got a mill you can simply boil 
the grains as if they were rice. 

The problem comes if you want to go one step 
further and start growing wheat economically, either for 
subsistence consumption or commercial sale. The farm 
gate price of wheat is around £150 per tonne; one kilo, 
enough food to keep you alive for a day and a half, is worth 
15 pence — half the price of a piss at Waterloo station. A 
smallholder producing a couple of tonnes will be working 
at a fraction of minimum wage. As a result, the sort of 
equipment designed to produce and process a couple of 
tonnes isn’t marketed in the UK — though it is in countries 
where the minimum wage is lower, while the global price of 
wheat still applies. 

  * * *
Such were my thoughts when I got up early one October 
morning to attend an event in London entitled the Farm to 
Loaf Symposium, which assembled “pioneer farmers, millers 
and bakers” to speak on such matters as “organic farming, 
the evolution of grain, heritage varieties, milling matters 
and the adaption of baking methods to UK wheat.” 

The event took place in a vault beneath a railway line in 
Hackney where the E5 Bakery prepares and sells organic 
breads and cakes. One of the bakers, Kate Hayter, in her 
presentation explained how they have recently acquired 
their own flour mill, and can now grind UK-grown wheat on 
site as an alternative to the organic flour they have been 
buying from Kazakhstan. She handed round samples of 
bread made from both kinds of flour to explode the myth 
that good bread cannot be made from British wheat.

The symposium only touched marginally on the matter 
that most interested me: how to give people more access 
to the cultivation and processing of our main staple food. 
Most speakers focussed on the use of heritage grains. John 
Letts of Lammas Fayre, Nick Fradgeley of Elm Farm and 
others explained how the evolution of landraces — resilient 

local varieties — results from sowing a diverse population 
of different strains of wheats which self-select from year 
to year, in contrast to modern breeding methods based on 
isolating the best performing variety and excluding the 
others. This monoselectivity is easy prey for microbial pests 
who quickly evolve to counter whatever new resistance 
breeders manage to endow their chosen variety with — 
whereas a dynamic population of diverse wheats evolves 
faster than the pests. 

The heritage varieties, speakers agreed, are more resistant 
— for example their superior height means that the ear of 
corn can sprout several inches into the breeze above the 
canopy of foliage where the harmful fungi lurk. But they 
are by no means immune, and we were more than once 

warned about the perils of “bunt”, a black 
fungus which bursts releasing a cloud of 

minute spores contaminating the seed, 
the equipment and the soil. Combine 

harvesters have been known to 
explode when the fungal dust has 
spontaneously ignited within their 
workings. 

Heritage varieties were also 
applauded for their nutritional 
superiority and their flavour. 

Where they lag behind is on yield. 
Nicolas Soupiot, a “peasant farmer/

baker” from Brittany showed a video 
of his fields which were producing 1.2 

tonnes per acre. This is less than a third of 
what the wheat barons of East Anglia are getting, 

and about two thirds of an average organic crop. The eight 
tonnes of straw Soupiot harvests per hectare — currently 
worth £150 per tonne for small bales in south west England 
— may be worth more than the three tonnes of grain; 
but humans can’t eat straw. Can heritage grains feed the 
world’s bulging population?  As a speaker from the floor 
suggested, there is a worry they are just a niche product for 
middle class eco-gourmets. 

This is not to deny the value of the work that these farmers 
have carried out reviving these “rare breeds” of wheat. 
They are not only conserving a vital genetic resource but 
contributing to its evolution. The more they experiment, 
the more yields are likely to increase. Conventional 
breeders have shunned these lines, gene banks have 
preserved some of them, but, as John Letts remarked, the 
best way to improve landraces is to farm them. 

If genetic diversity is a main objective then a wide range of 
growers spread around the regions is clearly a benefit. And 
if heritage wheats are a more expensive niche product, then 
that makes it more worthwhile for small-scale growers to 
cultivate them, much as backyard smallholders have found 
it pays to rear rare breed pigs and sheep. 

With this in mind, we have invited John Letts to host 
“Cereal Packet” — an information sharing gathering 
focussing on skills and resources required for growing small 
grains: how to locate seed and choose varieties; how to 
cultivate and harvest; how to find horse and small tractor 
tools, mini reaper-binders, scythe cradles, hand powered 
threshing-machines, small mills and so on; and, of course, 
how to cope with the dreaded bunt.

The Cereal Packet gathering will be held at Monkton Wyld 

Court, Dorset on 12-13 October. For more information, please email 

chapter7@tlio.org.uk
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