


This is 
another seed 

that is not truly a grain, instead, it is in 
the same family as rhubarb and sorrel. 
It was developed by people who lived in 
areas too cold or with soil that was too 
poor to grow true grains. The Japanese 
people learned to make delicious soba 
noodles with buckwheat flour, Russians 
made thin pancakes called blini, Eastern 
European Jews eat the whole grain as 
kasha, and colonial Americans discov-
ered how light, tender, and nutty-tasting 
buckwheat pancakes are.

Oats
Oats are a true 
grain mainly 
grown in the 
cooler, wetter 
areas of the world 

where wheat and barley don’t do 
well. Oats are especially popular in 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland where 
it’s used in sausage, breads, cakes 
and puddings. Oats have as much 
protein as wheat, but are not as 
popular, partly because they rot 
more quickly after they are picked. 
A favorite use of oats is for hot 
breakfast cereal—it was the very 
first to be put in a package and sold, 
by Quaker Oats.

Rye is another 
grain grown where 

wheat would be 
preferred but the 

weather 
is too 

cool 
or wet. Rye flour 
makes delicious 

bread and is mixed 
with wheat to make the dough lighter. 
The very dark pumpernickel bread is 

made from rye. Rye is also eaten as a 
whole grain and is used to make rye 

beer, whiskey and even some vodkas. 
It’s a very good fertilizer when grown and 
plowed into the soil, and is often used as 

a cover crop to keep soil from eroding.

Rye

Who doesn’t like rice? Not very many of 
us—it’s one of the worlds most popular 

grains. The original rice plant came from 
India and was first cultivated in China and 

Asia about 9,000 years ago. There are 
many, many varieties of rice, each designed 

to grow in a different weather and soil 
condition, so rice can be grown almost any-
where, but it takes a lot of work. Rice needs 

to be grown in land washed in water—an 
entire group of people need 
to work together to sustain 

the system.
Rice

Barley may be the 
oldest cultivated 
grain anywhere, 

and in the ancient world 
was the most important 
food grain. Even after 
wheat was found to make 
better bread, barley was 
often used because it was 
cheaper. Barley has a very 
short growing season com-
pared to other grains. It is 
used in soup, where it’s de-
lightfully chewy and which it 
thickens, for making a type 
of sweetener, and also for 
making malt, used to flavor 
malted milk and beer.

Barley Even though it’s the third most popular food 
grain world-wide, the origins 

of corn are unknown. It comes 
from a large Mexican grass called teosinte, 
but how ancient humans domesticated it is 

a mystery. The first way corn was cooked 
and eaten was when the ancients threw the 
kernels into the fire and they jumped out as 
popcorn. We eat corn in many ways: fresh 

on the cob, also made into flour and used in 
baked goods. Corn is also highly processed 

and made into corn syrup, a cheaper form 
of sweetener than cane sugar, corn starch, 

and corn oil. If you check the ingredient 
labels of processed food, you’ll see that 

almost all of it contains some form of corn! 

Corn

Most of the bread, cookies, muffins, noodles 
and pasta that we eat are made of wheat. And it 
was also one of the first food plants to be grown 
by humans, which means that ancient children 
probably were able to enjoy cookies in their 
caves. The reason most bread is made of wheat 
is because wheat has a lot of a special, stretchy 
protein called gluten. Gluten helps make bread 
chewy and also helps the dough hold the 
bubbles that makes a slice of bread light. The 

word “wheat” comes from 
the same ancient root 
word as 
“white.” Wheat

Long, thin, glossy, and dark, wild 
rice is a rare and special treat to 

eat. It is not a true rice, but a distant 
relative. It is still gathered by Native 
Americans paddling canoes through 

the wetlands where it grows. They 
bend the tops of the stalks over 

their boats and whack 
them with wooden sticks 

called knockers so that 
the grains fall off. Ducks 

and other wetlands 
wildlife also find wild rice 
delicious. It takes a long 

time to cook because 
the grains 

are naturally 
water- 

resistant.

Wild 
Rice

Pronounced 
“KEEN-wa,” this 
tiny seed is not a 
true grain; it comes from a plant related 
to spinach. Quinoa is eaten daily by 
people living in the Andes who grow 
it high in the mountains where other 
grains can’t grow. It’s a great source 
of protein as high-quality as that of 

milk. It bears 
seeds in many 
bright colors, 
including 
black, yellow 
and orange. 
Even its green 
leaves can 
be eaten as a 
vegetable.

Quinoa In the Middle Ages 
in Europe, millet was 
one of the popular 
grains, but now it is 
not very well known, 
even though it’s got 
a beautiful golden 
color and buttery, 
nutty flavor. It needs 
less water to grow 
than almost any other 

grain. It’s usually eaten like rice or 
made into porridge. These days, it’s 
a major ingredient of bird seed.

Millet

Spelt is a species of wheat that originated as a hybrid 
of wheat and the wild goat-grass. Archaeological 
evidence of spelt can be found as early as the 5,000 
BC north of the Black Sea. It contains less 
gluten than other varieties of wheat. Spelt

Amaranth, a teeny-tiny seed 
that is not a true grain, grows 
all over the world in wonderful 
variety. Both the seeds and the 
leaves of amaranth are eaten 
and it is also grown just for 
its beauty. The plant grows in 
many gorgeous colors includ-
ing gold, red, purple, orange 
and green. Mexicans roast 
the seeds to pop them then 
mix them with a sticky sweet-

ener to make a treat called 
alegria (“joy”). Amaranth

Buckwheat


