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Around 20,000 years ago the Earth faced the last ice age, when most of the northern continents were covered with ice sheets. Around 13,000 years ago the climate had become warmer and much of the Earth had long dry seasons. Annual plants, those which live for less than a year and die in the dry season, leaving a seed or tuber, flourished in these conditions. All the grains we use are such annual plants, as also other foods we eat (such as green peas and dals).

The earliest evidence of plant cultivation that we have is of wild rye (a grain like barley or wheat), from Syria before 10,000 BCE. The Fertile Crescent, spreading from Israel to Syria to Iraq, is where we find the earliest evidence of agriculture, although it is possible that agriculture was invented in several places across the world. The early farmers selected plants with abundant plump grains, improving the edibility of the plant. Around 9500 BCE, two kinds of wheat, barley, lentil (masoor dal), chickpea (chana dal) and peas all appear in the Fertile Crescent. These are the earliest domesticated plants.

Wheat

Einkorn wheat has one grain on each spikelet, and grows wild in the southeast parts of Turkey. It is diploid--there are two sets of 7 chromosomes in each cell. (Humans are diploid with 46 chromosomes). Einkorn was crossed with a wild grass Aegilops squarrosa to give a tetraploid--four sets of 14 chromosomes. This wheat is used to make semiya, pheni and vermicelli.

Another wild “goat” grass, Triticum tauschii, was now crossed to produce our modern wheat, a tetraploid with 21 chromosomes. This happened somewhere near the southern end of the Caspian Sea around 8500 BCE. Having four sets of chromosomes is of advantage to a species, for example the modern wheats are more resistant to cold weather. Hexaploid wheats have been grown by farmers but are not widely used.

In India we have at least three species of wheat. Triticum aestivum is used to make bread and rotis all over the world. The dwarf variety Triticum sphaerococcum, called shot wheat, is grown in north India. Triticum compactum or club wheat used to be grown widely a hundred years ago but is now not so popular. It has ears with spikelets packed closer together.

The shorter dwarf varieties of wheat were developed by Japanese farmers in the 1930s and are less damaged by wind. In 1952 Norman Borlaug crossed them with traditional Mexican varieties to obtain high-yielding varieties which heralded the Green Revolution. When awarded the Nobel peace prize in 1970, Borlaug credited Indian scientists, in particular M.S. Swaminathan, for the “team effort” on the Green Revolution.

Barley (yava)

Like wheat, barley is found in our earliest civilization, in Harappa, Mohenjodaro and other Indus Valley sites, which flourished from 2500 BCE to 1500 BCE. It is mentioned in the Aryan texts and may have been the staple grain eaten around 1500 BCE.

Wild barley, Hordeum vulgare spontaneum, is a diploid with 14 chromosomes. (The latin word vulgare means “common”.) It is a grass which grows everywhere from North Africa to Tibet. This barley has two rows of grains. Cultivated barley has two rows of grains or six rows (Hordeum vulgare hexastichum). The six-row barley has more nutritional content, while the two-row barley has more fermentable sugar content and is used in making alcoholic drinks like beer.

Millets

Ragi (kezhvaragu in Tamil) is the botanical species Eleusine coracana, also called finger millet. Bajra (sajje in Kannada and kambu in Tamil) or pearl millet has the botanical name Pennisetum glaucum. Thennai or kangni is foxtail millet, Setaria italica.

Millets are small-seeded grasses which are very hardy and can grow in very dry areas. Ragi is found in the southern sites of the Indus Valley civilization, dated to around 1800 BCE. Bajra is found in Hallur in Karnatak, on the banks of the Tungabhadra river, around 1500 BCE. Ragi is very nutritious and ragi balls (mudde in Kannada) are popular in Karnataka. Ragi is also used in preparing the Maharashtrian bhakhri.

There is an Eleusine indica, a diploid weed species used for lawns and golf courses, but it cannot cross with the tetraploid ragi. The origins of ragi are in Eleusine africana which grows wild in southern Ethiopia and Uganda. So ragi is also called African millet. Bajra is found in northern Mali around 2500 BCE. These grains may have been brought from Africa to India around 2000 BCE. The earliest cultivation of thennai is known in China near the Huang He (yellow river) around 6000 BCE.

Jowar (cholam in Tamil), botanically sorghum bicolor, is sometimes called a millet. It is one of the most drought-resistant crops. In times of drought it rolls its leaves to lessen water loss, and if drought continues, it becomes dormant instead of dying.

Where jowar comes from is a mystery. Most cultivated varieties can be traced to Africa south of the Sahara, but the earliest evidence of its cultivation is from the southern Indus Valley sites around 2000 BCE, where it is not a native crop. The name “sorghum” comes from “grain of Syria”.

Rice

There are around two lakh varieties of Oryza sativa, and around one lakh in India alone. It is the most important staple food for a large part of the world's population.

Wild rice is a grass which grows on the edges of ponds and lakes, for example in the deltas of rivers like the Indus, Ganga and Mahanadi. It seems to have been first cultivated in the valley of the Yangtze river in China around 8000 BCE. Soon after are found two varieties, one with long shining grains (the subscpecies called Oryza sativa indica) and one with short sticky grains (Oryza sativa japonica). Today indica is more commonly grown in India (perhaps because it is more convenient to eat it with the hands like we do), and japonica in China and Japan (perhaps because they eat it with chopsticks). Rice is found at the Lothal and Rangpur sites in Gujarat of the Indus Valley civilization.

At the International Rice Research Institute in the Philippines, high-yielding varieties of rice were created in 1966 by crossing Indonesian and Chinese varieties. This yielded a Green Revolution for rice as well.

Based on The story of our food  by K.T. Achaya

