
The First Crops 
How did farming develop during the Neolithic 
Revolution? 
 
As they traveled, early people gathered food from wild 
plants. When the natural resources in an area were 
not plentiful enough, people needed to move to a new 
location. Eventually, they learned how to cultivate, or 
plant and grow, certain crops. Then, they were able to 
better control their food supply and could settle in one 
place. 
 
Some historians believe that a diminishing supply of 
wild grain may have led to the beginning of farming. 
Without enough wild grain to support the population, 
early humans needed to find new ways to produce 
food. Most historians and archaeologists believe 
women, who were responsible for gathering wild 
plants, were the first people to begin farming. Women 
most likely noticed patterns in the growth of wild 
plants in the areas they repeatedly visited and then 
learned how to grow plants themselves. This led to a 
gradual change as women began to cultivate plants 
while men continued to hunt for food. 
 
Trial and Error 
Early farming was most likely a process of trial and 
error, and was therefore unreliable. This caused some 
people to abandon their settlements and return to 
hunting and gathering. Those in the more fertile 



lands, with nearby water supplies, had more success. 
They watered and tended the plants, harvested and 
stored the crops, and made further innovations, such 
as the use of fertilizers and farming tools. 
 
One important feature of many Neolithic settlements 
is the people's use of pits and buildings for crop 
storage. Storing crops allowed early farmers to 
stabilize their food supplies. A stable food supply led 
to the domestication of plants by allowing the people 
to select seeds from the best plants—perhaps the 
biggest wheat kernels, the seeds that had yielded the 
most grain per plant, or those that tasted the best. 
Then, they would store the seeds to plant the 
following year. 
 
Farming developed independently in several parts of 
the world. What these early farmers grew depended 
largely on their region’s climate. Researchers widely 
recognize that the first domesticated crops were 
barley and wheat grown in India and the Southwest 
Asia around 8000 BCE. Wheat is a staple crop for 
many civilizations. It is used for foods like bread, 
pasta, and cereal. Wheat grows better in cooler, 
temperate regions. Barley is a grain related to wheat 
and is used in breads and soups. It thrives better in 
warmer, dryer climates. 
 
Farmers in the Southwest Asia also domesticated and 
grew figs, lentils, and rye. A fig is a type of fruit in the 
mulberry family. It is widely used and can be eaten 



fresh or dried. Lentils are related to peas and contain 
high amounts of protein. The seeds are primarily used 
in soups. Rye is a grain used to make bread. It can 
grow in areas that are too cool for wheat, such as 
Europe and North America, and has a distinct brown 
color. 
 
Farmers in what is modern-day China grew millet and 
rice. Millet is a small grain that is prepared much like 
rice. Farmers in the Americas depended heavily on 
corn, beans, and squash.	


