
A Bunch of Barley
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Greenville, ME – One of the casualties of the COVID pandemic was....Grape-Nuts.  Yes, the cereal, Grape-Nuts.  Higher demand in general for cereals by citizens trapped inside their homes during the COVID lockdowns, combined with supply chain issues, dried up the existing stocks of this cereal, causing absolute consternation among Grape-Nut aficionados.  Sales of ready-to-eat cereals had been declining for years, but during 2019-2020 consumers snatched up over 20% more than during the previous year.  Although other cereals had temporary disruptions, for some still undisclosed reason(s), Grape-Nuts essentially disappeared from most American grocery shelves for months.  Trust me, I was looking mightily.
It is difficult to understand how a “supply chain issue” could affect primarily this one cereal.  Grape-Nuts (which contains neither grapes nor nuts) has been around for over 120 years and was developed by the founder of Post brand cereals, C.W. Post.  The ingredients are remarkably simple:  whole grain wheat flour, malted barley flour, salt, and  dried yeast. Post, who was involved in an intense competition in the late 1890’s with John Harvey Kellogg for supremacy in the cereal market, concocted his recipe (allegedly stolen from Kellogg) into a batter which he baked on a sheet.  When he pulled it from the oven, he ran pieces of it through a coffee grinder to produce the “nut” texture.  The product gained immediate popularity, and has remained a staple on supermarket shelves since then.  Post even tired marketing his cereal as a cure for appendicitis (for which he was fined).  Ironically he nearly died of this same condition, but was saved by traveling by train from his mansion in California to Minnesota to be operated on in the clinic run by the Mayo brothers.   Post dumped his first wife to marry his secretary and ultimately died as one of the richer Americans of his time.  A college on Long Island was named after him, and his only child, Marjorie Merriweather Post, became a major philanthropist.  C.W. Post even had a WW II Liberty ship named after him.  All of this began with that crunchy cereal.
Currently Grape-Nuts has its own website (naturally, www.grapenuts.com) complete with scores of recipes.  It even has Facebook and Instagram pages, although I am not sure that I would ever want to meet someone who visits these sites on a regular basis.
Of the four ingredients, the only one which strikes me as a candidate for supply problems is the malted barley flour.  As far as I could determine, during the darker days of the pandemic, there were few, if any, long-lived shortages of wheat flour, salt, or yeast.    Malted barley flour, it turns out, is a rather complex commodity.  It begins with barley, which is a type of grass, the seed grains of which have been harvested for at least 10,000 years.  These barley grains have many uses, including animal fodder, a source material for fermented beverages (a.k.a. beer), and in soups and stews.  Most of the barley in the world is produced in Russia (16 million tons each year), which is five times as much as in grown in the U.S.   No matter where it is produced, much of the barley is made into a “malt” by first allowing it to germinate and then quickly steam-dried (originally the drying was accomplished by simply spreading it on the ground).  It is then hulled, ground, and sifted to make malted barley flour.  
Interestingly, malted barley is also an ingredient in Guinness stout, and helps to provide  the dark coloration.  Arthur Guinness began his fermentation process using malted barley in 1759 in Dublin, Ireland (he had a 900-year lease on the brewery!).  His company now sells well over 100 million liters of this concoction annually - there are five bottles sitting in my fridge now.  Everyone who has traveled know that the Irish LOVE Guinness, but few realize that over 40% of all Guinness sold is in Africa....go figure.
So....the next time you find yourself craving some barley, get yourself a large bowl of Grape-Nuts and pour copious quantities of Guinness over it.  Now that is truly a Breakfast of Champions!
 I thought you might like to know.
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