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from the farmer’s field 
by Jenni Post 

 

Featuring Brian Thompson and Colin Barriclow 
 

Are you looking for ways to lower your feed costs or add rotations and organic matter to your current 

production system?   Or are you interested in producing for the emerging artisan baking, craft brewing 

and distilling markets?  With the right conditions and markets, growing grains can be a productive 

addition to your livestock or mixed crop operation.  In this “from the farmer’s field”, we talk to two 

grain growers from Thurston County, Colin Barricklow and Brian Thompson. 

 

Brian Thompson grew up on a diversified farm, 

including 150 acres of grain, in north Lewis County, 

just south of the Thurston County line.  He took over 

the family farm in 1978 and produced about 200 acres 

of grain (oats, wheat, and barley) annually, until 1999.  

His grain was mostly sold to other livestock growers 

or to feed his own animals, and when the price was 

strong, wheat was shipped to Kalama for export.  

Brian was a crop production specialist with the 

Thurston Conservations District from 2000 to 2015, 

and presently does consulting and custom farming.  

Brian is an integral part of the history of grain 

growing in Thurston County and continues to play a 

key role in continuing the legacy of high-quality grain 

production through his work at Kirsop Farm, working 

with Colin Barricklow and Genine Bradwin. 

 

If you want to grow grain Brian recommends asking the following questions and proceeding if you can 

answer yes to all of them. 

o Do you have access to planting, harvesting, cleaning, and milling equipment? 

o Do you have access to a market for your crop, by either using it yourself or by selling it to 

others? 

o Do you have access to adequate fertilizer that is relatively inexpensive given your markets? 

o And finally, are shipping costs low to get your grain to the various markets? 

 

Growing grains may seem hard to approach but support does exist through the WSU Thurston County 

Extension and other partners (South of the Sound Community Farm Land Trust and WSU Food 

Systems).  There are also farmers to look to for inspiration and words of caution as you consider 

growing grain. 

 

Colin Barricklow of Kirsop Farm is an example of the trajectory that a farmer could take into the world 

of grain.  Colin, along with his spouse Genine Bradwin, have been farming in Thurston County for 

decades, and added grains to their mixed vegetable and livestock operation in Tumwater in 2010.  At 

the recent farm tour as a part of the 2019 Cascadia Grains Conference, Colin describes his “oops I got a 

combine” moment, when a mature cover crop motivated them to purchase their first combine.   

Brian Thompson talks to attendees at the 

2019 Cascadia Grains Conference. 
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Since that moment and with the help of their spirit of 

experimentation, Colin and Genine have scaled up their grain 

production, from 2 to 30 acres with a move to Rochester in 2014, 

and currently produce about 50 tons of grain annually.  The 

primary market for their grain is their own livestock enterprise, 

where they raise poultry, hogs, and sheep.  The vegetable 

production also benefits from the grain production through 

increased time between rotations and increased organic matter.  

All this together, the rotation of vegetables, grain, and then 

livestock, has demonstrated significant savings in feed and 

fertility costs.  Colin figures that by rotating livestock after the 

grain and before the vegetables, they save $500 to $1000 per 

acre in nitrogen costs.  Additionally, by growing their own 

livestock ration, they spend about $500 per ton for organic feed 

versus purchasing it at $800 to $1000 per ton.   

 

A key to this success at Kirsop Farm has been the relationships 

with experienced grain producers and mechanics, like Brian 

Thompson, who are available for equipment questions and can 

provide advice on growing grain.  Additionally, a nearby dairy 

operation has been able to provide inexpensive fertility in 

exchange for cover crop that Colin grows and the dairy cuts for 

silage.     

 

Colin says the grain production is “a work in progress,” and he is looking for more land and equipment 

to expand.  Kirsop Farm is one example of how hard work and partnerships can create a model for 

something great.  However, there are material challenges to grain growing and Brian Thompson urges, 

“that the industry will be limited by lack of infrastructure and cost of production unless considerable 

investments are made.”   But with some public and private investment to match the significant effort by 

grain farmers and advocates, there is real potential for reviving grain growing in Thurston county and 

the Puget Sound region. 

 

Additional Resources: 

Bramwell, S., and B.O. Brouwer. 2019. Field Equipment for Grain Production on Modest Acreages and 

Diversified Farm Operation. Washington State University Extension Publication EM116E. 

 

The Bread Lab: http://thebreadlab.wsu.edu/  

 

WSU Thurston County Extension Specialty Grain webpage: 

https://extension.wsu.edu/thurston/specialty-grain/ 

 

Washington State University Food Systems Cascadia Grains Conference, held annually in January in 

Olympia, WA. Webpage: www.cascadiagrains.com   

Colin Barricklow discusses grain 

handling and storage at the 2018 

Cascadia Grains Conference. 
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