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How Wheat Changed the World  By  Tom Oder  www.treehugger.com 

Wheat is a member of the grass family that produces a dry, one-seeded fruit called a  

kernel that can be ground into flour.  Experts  put wheat on the 
list of 10 foods that changed the world. 

Wheat is one of three crops (the other two are maize and rice) 
that have supplied the calories that made it possible for the 
world's population to race toward 10 billion people. Today, 
wheat is grown on more land area worldwide than any other 
food crop. 

Wheat found its way into kitchens around the world thousands 
of years ago in Iraq, where it originated, according to the  

National Association of Wheat Growers (NAWG), an advocacy 
group based in Washington, D.C.  

As far back in time as the Stone Age, humans discovered that they could use rocks to grind 
grains of wheat to make flour. Unlocking that secret, in fact, may have been one of the key 
reasons why people began living in communities. Wheat helped our ancient ancestors  

realize they could grow food as well as follow herds and hunt it. 

It took time, though, to figure out a process to crack the kernels open, grind the seeds, sift 
the grounds into flour and refine the process of cooking with it. Tools were primitive, and 
the process was difficult. Eventually, the Egyptians discovered that they could do  

something very special with wheat. Between 3,000 and 5,000 years ago, they became the 
first people to build ovens and bake loaves of bread.  Wheat arrived in the American colo-
nies in 1777. The colonists, however, planted wheat as a hobby crop rather than a food 
crop, according to NAWG 

One improvement was the discovery that the germ (the reproductive part of the plant) 
and the bran (the outer layer of the grain) could be stripped away in a process called  

milling. Milling lengthened the time the grains could be stored and also produced a soft, 
unadulterated white flour. By the early 1800s, many mills had equipment to produce this 
refined flour, and it became the desired ingredient for baking even though it was more  

expensive than brown flour. 

The 19th century saw other important advances that made wheat flour accessible to the 
masses. These included the breeding of hardier strains of wheat, improvements in  

methods of growing and harvesting it, the spread of the railroads to deliver it and the  

development of better ovens to bake it.  People also found new ways to eat wheat. Com-
panies such as Kellogg and Post created breakfast cereals using wheat in the late 1890s. 

In the 1940s and '50s, Norman Borlaug, a University of Minnesota plant pathologist and 
microbiologist, spent 16 years working with the Rockefeller Foundation to develop new 
wheat varieties that would help wheat become a a staple grain in diets around the world. 
His research, which sparked the "Green Revolution," helped develop the wheat industry in 
the United States and much of the world.. He was awarded the 1970 Nobel Peace Prize for 
a lifetime of work to feed a hungry world, which included his agricultural research 
achievements and his work in eliminating wheat production challenges.  The leading 
wheat producers are  in order : CHINA, EU, INDIA and US.    
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