Notes from the Compost – Gardening With the Urban Farmer

 Grains in the Garden!

Despite the iconic prairie image of vast wheat fields disappearing over the horizon, grains can and are grown in very small spaces much of the world over. Under normal growing conditions, one thousand square feet (i.e. a 20’ by 50’gowing space) can produce about one bushel of wheat – about 60 lbs - and close to the average amount of wheat consumed annually by North American families. Those wishing to experiment with backyard cultivation of grains for food, however, may also be interested to try less common grain crops such as amaranth and quinoa which have exceptional nutritional value.

Grains can also be a beautiful aesthetic addition to any home garden or landscape. Some of my favorites include: amaranth growing over 6 feet tall with colours ranging from gold to brilliant red; barley with its gentle hanging seed heads; and wheat with its incredible golden fall colour. Grain seeds can be obtained in smaller quantities from regional growers like Prairie Gardens Seeds (www.prseeds.ca) and can be planted in pots or broadcast into garden beds or borders. If these grains are not harvested for consumption, they can be left in the yard over the winter for their beauty and as a great way of attracting birds.

Some grain crops are also very useful for building soil fertility. Buckwheat and annual rye are two such crops that are commonly used as “green manures”. Once the crop has flowered but before it goes to seed, it is turned into the soil or cut above ground level and added to the compost pile.

Whatever our motivation, growing grains at home is also a great way to better understand and appreciate the source of the food on our plates. Home gardeners can also chose to grow and save heritage grains thus contributing to the preservation of the diversity of these amazing plants.
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