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DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE OF THE PROVINCE OF QUEBEC

Horticultural Service Home Gardens Section

CIRCULAR No. 32

FLAX GROWING
IN QUEBEC

— BY —

I

CHARLES-ARTHUR FONTAINE, B. A.; B. S. A.
Professor, Oka Agricultural Institute.

The high prices paid for flax and fibre have revived this
culture which was about to be abandoned . In fact, last
year, 5700 acres were sown in flax in our Province, against

1 500 and 600 acres in 1916 and 1915 respectively. In this
respect we are ahead of Ontario where 4000 acres only
were devoted to llax in 1917.

Use of flax

As already stated, flax is grown for .seed and fibre.

The seed is used for various purposes ; in the trade a
precious oil is extracted which is employed in diluting
paint. The wastes of this industry, called linseed cakes,
are rich in protein and constitute a most precious feed for
milch cows and for fattening aniroaJs.

As a feed for calves and young pigs, nothing is worth
linseed as a substitute of milk fat after weaning. To
brooding females, when fed in small quantiticH, particularly
before parturition, whole linseed is the best laxative and
digestive tract regulator.



Film* which is nsod in the makinR of liiion, is obtained

from the stiilk after tho latter ha>< undergone various

operations ; rettitiff, (irijing, brenkinq, scutching, which

w-ill he briefly treated later on. Let us simply say that

the stalk of flax is formed of three principal parts, super-

posed ; a central part, called jnth, another part called

wood, and a surface part, stringy, surrounding the wood :

this part, calle<l/f7»T, is detached from the pithy and stringy

layers by the |)revious operations, and constitutes the

hart which is worked into linen.

Dencription of fiax

Flax is an annual plant, forming its stem and ripening

its seed in the space of one season.

This plant, when ripe, is composed of a stringy stem,

about two feet high, of a yellowish green, more or less

ramified according to the mode and object of culture ;

each branch ending in a brown spherical boll, containing

from 8 to 10 seeds separated from each other by a thin

partition.
, , , « .

It would be well to remind here that flax may be grown

for seed only, as is done in the Western Provinces, or for

both purposes, seed and fibre. The appearance of the

plant, its method of culture, the rate of seeding, the har-

vesting and thrashing methods will differ considerably ac-

cording to the object in mind, where the production of seed

only or the production of both seed and fibre is desired.

When flax is grown for fibre, the length and qimlity ot

the straw i.s particularly looked for ; these two featiires

are obtained when the stem is long, rather thm and has

few branches, (only three or four bolls carried by very

short branches at the upper part of the stem). If flax is

grown for seed only, one will endeavour to have stems

with as many branches as possible, since there are as many

seed-bearing bolls as there are branches ; we will briefly

state how either of these two c^jects can be attamed.

Climate

A ^ r /" •'

In order to grow fibre of good quality, flax must have a

long season, moderately warm and very moist weather.

British Columbia is the Province where these conditions

J



are best found. Next come the Maritime Provinces and

the counviea bordering the Su-Lawrence and the Great

Lakes. The climate of the Western Provinces is too dry

and the season too short for the production of good fibre,

therefore fiax is grown almost exclusively for seed.

SoiU

Flax may bo grown in all soils providing they are suffi-

ciently rich of essential fertilizing elements.

For the production of good seed, the best yields

will be obtained in a good loamy soil, sandy clay loam;

very good crops can also be raised in heavy clay soils, well

drained and jjloughed in the previous fall or summer.

Loamy soils, rather light than compact will yield the

best fibre.

Place in rotation

Flax must not be grown in the same soil more than once in

5 or 6 years. It thrives in an old sod or a pasture copiously

manured the year before ; it is the best place if we have in

mind the production of seed. For fibre, it will conae

better on a land which will have been cleared of weeds

by a hoed crop, corn, potatoes, etc.

Fertiljgera

Flax, when grown for fibre, is an exhausting plant

;

it requires much from the soil and does not restitute

anything ; a well-manured soil should therefore be prov-

ided.

Fresh manure is not recommendable on account of its

promoting an abundant growth of wood and leaves to the

detriment of fibre. It is more advantageous to give plenty

of manure to the previous crop, hoed crop, com, potatoes

or pasture.
. • t i

As regards fertilizers, potash is what is particularly

needed ; on account of their actual high prices, they are

replaced, in soils naturally poor in potash as are most of the

light soils, by wood ashes spread at the rate of 1000 to

1200 lbs per acre. Flax should not be sown after a beet

crop because the soil will be too much exhausted of potash.



Pr«p«r«tion of the »oil

The preparation of the soil for flax growing may bo
8ummca up in the perfect execution of the following
operations ;

(1) Ploughing. — Fall ploughing is preferable, more or

less deep, according as the soil is light, medium or heavy.

(2) Drainage. — What has already boon said for wheat
and other cereals may be more emnhatically repeiited for

flax ; even an inferior crop cannot be hoped for if the soil

is not drained naturally or artificially.

(3) LooHcning. — This work is easily done when the
soil has borne a hoed crop the year before ; it only requires

a deep layer of earth, free of large lumps and weed roots.

The complete eradication oj weeds is particularly insisted

upon.
When flax is grown for fibre, it is harvested by hand,

and this operation is much longer and more tedious in a
field infested by weeds apart of the fact that the yield is

considerably decreased.

(4) Rolling. — In light soils, rolling will take place

after seeding so as to put the seed in close touch with the

earth and to harden the soil. It is however not recom-
mended in heavy soils ; if it is done, it should be before

seeding and the soil should be harrowed immediately after.

Seeding

In this respect, four important points should be
given consideration :

(1) Seleciion and preparation of the seed. — Blue flowered

flax will yield the best grade of fibre. Perfectly ripe seed,

and free "from weed seeds should be sown ; the latter point

is of first importance because weedings are almost impos-

sible after the grain has grown up ; hence the advisability

of complete cleanings and fannings.

Another question is to ascertain the germinative power
of the seed ; for this purpose make an early seeding in a
pot and find out the percentage of seeds growing vigorous.

As flax seed is liable to various cryptogamic diseases,

it should be treated in formalin before being sown. One
ounce of formalin is diluted in 10 quarts of water and this

solution is sprayed on the seed spread in a thin layer on
a cloth



(2) Rate of seeding. — This quantity depends on the
Kcrminative power of the seed and the object for which it
is Krown.

If it is intended f»>r seed production onlv, from ?:( to
1 bushel per acre will be enough ; the stems will grow
more branches and yield more bolls.

For the production of fibre, about 2 bushels per acre are
required, more or less, according as the percentage of the
germinative power is below or above 90. Flax sown thick
will ramify less, give longer and thinner stems, and a
larger quantity of a higher grade of fibre ; this is the result
of several experiments carried on in Canada and the United
States.

(3) T'///ico/.sm/trt(7.—Flax is sown about the same timeaa
wheat, as soon as the soil is warm enough ; late spring
frosts, when not too .severe, will not do any harm.

(4) Method of seeding. — Broadcasting is preferable
when flax is grown for fibre, and it is done when it is not
too windy. A good harrowing, lengthwise and crosswise
18 given after seeding

; and in a light soil, the roller
will be run to harden the earth and bring moisture to the
top.

Weedings will not be neressary if the soil has been
pronerly loosened and drained and seed free from weed
seeds used. In any case, no work should be done in flax
fields when stems are more than 6 inches high.

Harvest

In the Western Provinces, flax is harvested in the same
way as other cereals, with a binder when most of the seed
bea-ng bolls are brown and ripe ; it is allowed to dry for
a few days and the grain is separated from the stem with
an ordinary thrasher.

It is different if the fibre is wanted. Then the harvest
18 done by hand and before complete maturity. The best
time to start pulling is when about half of the bolls are
ripe and the other half about to ripen.

Four raen having some experience can pull an acre of
flax per day.
Some precautions should however be taken

;
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(1) To null tho smallest possibh' quimtity of foreign

plants with flax stems ; this work will he made easy if

the soil has been i)roperly loosened in the spring and if

clean see<l has been sown
;

(2) To break and jletaeh as few seed bearing bolls as

possible, whether the flux is put up in bunches or spread

lor imiiK^Jiate retting.

Rettintr

Retting is a inaeeration which flax has to iindergo to

faeilitatc the separation of liiire from tlie stringy part,

T'.ere are two methtxls of retting ; ticir-nitinfj or hUnching
and imtvr-rvHiiKj.

Dcir-nlfinfi. — This is the method usually employed in

our niral districts, it is equally the slower and less efhcient.

It cfmsists in sj)reading flax stems after jiulling, in thin

layers on short grass where they are left for 4 or 5 wt-eks

during which time they are turned on '.i or 4 occasions.

When, in wringing a handful of flax stems the fibre is easily

removed from the pith and wood, it is time to bind flax in

sheafs and store same ; the bleaching is over, operated
by the daily dews, but the sun and weather conditions
have lessened the quality of the fibre.

The other process, which is quicker and more satisfact-

ory, is ivater-retiirig ; it consists in soaking flax sheafs

for a few days in a bowel full of water at 70 degrees F.

The same method as previously mentioned is used to
find out when tho retting is over.

Before operating in this manner, the seed-bearing bolls

must be detached ; this may be done immediately after

pulling or the following spring. In the first case the top
of the sheafs will be cut oft before operating ; in the second
the bolls are detached by quickly pulling the stems through
the teeth of an iron comb.

Other operation*

Retting is the first operation in the making of fibre.

There are also the breaking and scutching. It would be too
long, in this pamphlet, to enter into the details of these
two operations ; let us simply say that they consist in



BoparutinK the "trinRy fibros from the rernnituler of tlie

stem, which work is preparetl and facilitntetl by retting.

Moreover, t) v rather interest the nianufaeturer to a
greater exte.. uin the average flax grower.

Retting usnally takes phice on tlie farm while the break-
ing and scutching are operated at the mill.

Yi«ld

Tlie average yield of flax grown for sew! may be 13
bushels JHT acre ; as many as 20 bushels \wr acre were
harvested in favoral)le seasons. At the actual price of

seed (S^iiiO to .*t.(X)) this crop may yield fair returns. It

does not refjuire much more work than cereals, oats or
wheat and often yields larger crops.

In our Province, when' we can produce a hi^h grade
fibre, it would be advantageous to grow tlax for a double
object. When propcrlv ''ultivated an acre of flax may
yield from :i(}0 to ")()() lbs of fibre which soUl .'$7(K).00 per
ton in 1915. There is no reason to prevent all farmers
from taking up again this culture which is very useful and
remunerative, on at least a small scale. Half an acre of

flax will nrovitle all the seed necessary for farm use and will

leave a fair profit in the shape of fibre.

Published by order of the Hoa. Jos.-Ed. Caron,
Minister of Agriculture of the Province of Quebec.






