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Abstract
Recent scholarship has immensely increased our understanding of the spread of the potato blight in 
Western Europe in the 1840s, but its presence in Eastern Europe and in Russia has been neglected. 
The aim of this paper is first to look at the spread of the potato blight in the Baltic provinces from 
whence it started to spread throughout the Russian Empire. Second, this study shows the impact of the 
disease on the agricultural policies of the central government at St Petersburg as well as on the scope 
of potato cultivation. The main consequence of the potato blight was a delay in the adoption of mass 
potato cultivation and consumption in Russia of at least a decade. The potato was supposed to shield 
the peasants against famine but the arrival of blight caused economic crisis.

One of the main driving forces behind the spread of potato crops in Europe was the belief 
that the potato could solve the problem of frequent cereal crop failures.1 Well into the 
mid-nineteenth century, a crop failure affected some part of the Russian Empire in virtually 
every year. Thus the need to find a solution to subsistence crises was permanently on the 
agenda for St Petersburg.2 The first order issued by Catherine II in 1765 on the introduction of 
the potato crop in the Russian Empire strongly emphasized the great benefits and reliability 
of the potato in the event of cereal crop failures and bread shortages.3 In issuing her order, 
Catherine II was obviously inspired by the Prussian potato edicts of Frederick II from the 
1740s and 1750s.4 Furthermore, in the eighteenth-century literature from the Baltic provinces, 
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the potato was frequently mentioned as a means to solve the annual famine season suffered 
by the peasantry.5 

However, in the first half of the nineteenth century the diet in Russia was still so 
overwhelmingly based on grain that even as late as the 1840s it was still not self-evident to 
the peasantry that the potato was a highly nutritious food which could substitute for bread in 
the event of grain shortages or famine.6 In 1840 the Emperor Nicholas I returned to the idea 
that the potato could be a means to combat famines. The promotion of potato growing has 
been seen as the most determined effort made to encourage innovation in agriculture under 
Nicholas I.7

In 1846, however, a devastating potato disease hit the Russian Empire. By 1849, thirty-three 
Russian provinces were already affected and by 1851 the epidemic had spread over the whole of 
European Russia up to the Urals in the east and possibly to some places in Siberia and Ussuri 
Krai.8 This was a huge shock to Russia. Until the autumn of 1846 the potato in Russia had been 
free from any major diseases.9 There had been instances of potato crop failures but only due 
to adverse weather conditions.10 Most likely this dangerous new disease started to spread in 
Russia from the Baltic provinces to the province of St Petersburg and then to Finland and other 
bordering regions.11 The reported course of the disease and its description12 leaves no doubt 
that it was part of the same potato (late) blight epidemic (Phytophthora infestans [Mont.] de 
Bary) that had begun to spread from Belgium in 1845 and caused the Great Famine of 1846–49 
in Ireland.13

The potato blight has been given plenty of attention in the context of the Great Famine 
and also, more recently, in relation to continental Europe, but its existence in Eastern Europe 
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(beyond Germany) has been but scantily discussed.14 Mikhail Prishvin and Vadim Lehnovich 
have contributed a short overview of the spread of the potato blight (in Russian known as 
fitoftor), in Russia.15 The emergence of this disease in the Baltic provinces in the 1840s, from 
whence it started to spread, has been mentioned even more briefly.16

This paper argues that the potato blight had a much larger impact on the Russian Empire 
than has been assumed in the current historiography, even if it did not cause famine in Russia, 
blight appearing at a time when the potato had yet to be adopted as a staple food. The first part 
of the paper studies early reports of the potato blight in the Baltic provinces and looks at the 
expectations that the Russian central government had of potato crops in the 1840s. The second 
part discusses the longer-term impact that the disease had on potato cultivation in the Russian 
Empire in the mid-nineteenth century.

I

In the Russian Empire the potato blight came to notice in the summer of 1846 in the province 
of Estland before the flowering of the early potato varieties.17 Direct reports on the effect of the 
blight on potato crops came from the westernmost island and northern part of Estland in the 
autumn of 1846.18 In the province of Livland the botanist Karl Eugen von Mercklin found traces 
of the disease in the potatoes harvested around Riga and Courland (Libau and Goldingen) in 
the autumn of 1846.19 In mid-September 1846 diseased potatoes were found for sale in a Tallinn 
market and following the subsequent report and recommendations from the Department of 
Medical Affairs the provincial government of Estland banned the selling of diseased potatoes in 
the markets of Tallinn.20 The official brief on the sowing and harvesting of potato crops in 1846 
compiled in the provincial government of Estland included a note stating that the disease had 
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hit potatoes in some locations, but it is not mentioned as the main cause of the decrease in the 
potato harvest. A long-lasting summer drought had damaged the growth and yield of potato 
crops.21 Therefore, the potato harvest of 1846 did not seem to have had major losses caused by 
disease at this point.22 This great drought apparently halted the spread of the blight that year, 
since the organism needs humidity and water to spread and infect a new plant.23

The first observations of diseased potato plants in 1847 were made in the Järva district in 
Estland in the second half of July, when the leaves of the plants wrinkled up and died; spots 
were later also found on the tubers. Eventually most of the district was struck by the disease 
so that the potato harvest of 1847 only doubled the number of seed potatoes in size; on some 
estates not even the seed potatoes were recovered.24 In Estland, besides the district of Järva, the 
districts of Viru and Harju in the outskirts of Tallinn were also hit by the disease. However, 
the district physician of Harju found only two cases of potatoes sold with signs of the disease 
in September 1847.25 

In the province of Livland the spread of the potato disease began in late July 1847 in the 
district of Tartu (initially on the manors of Rojel and Ellistfer).26 The district magistrate 
of Tartu sent the first alarmed note to the provincial government of Livland on the ‘most 
dangerous manifestations’ of the potato disease in the district at the beginning of August in 
1847.27 From the district of Tartu the disease quickly spread to the districts of Cēsis, Viljandi 
and later Pärnu. According to estimations, in the district of Viljandi the disease caused the 
destruction of at least two-thirds of the harvest and half of the expected crop in the district of 
Pärnu. By the second half of August of 1847 the first reports on the disease were coming also 
from the districts of Valga, Võru, Valmiera, and Riga. In many places the potato was harvested 
before ripening for fear of the disease spreading. In the district of Riga a small quantity of 
potatoes was harvested only on sandy soils in September 1847.28 According to accounts from 
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1847, travellers between Riga and Tartu could see field after field covered only by black and 
rotten potato plants.29 

1847 was the year of the greatest devastation caused by this disease in the Baltic provinces. 
According to the statistics report of the province the total potato harvest yield in 1847 was only 
46 per cent in Livland (317,149 tchetverts) and 60 per cent in Estland (254,818 tchetverts) of the 
average of the previous five years.30 This was a substantial shortfall in potato yields (comparable 
to the loss in Flanders or Württemberg but not comparable to Ireland where, in 1846–47, 75–86 
per cent of the crop was lost).31

The symptoms described of the disease in Estland and Livland were similar to those charac-
teristic of the phytophthora infestans: first, a few black or brown spots appear (especially during 
flowering) which start to expand until the whole plant above ground is affected, turns black 
and withers in the course of a few days, ‘as if caught by night frost’.32 This process stops the 
growth of tubers, on which brown spots also appear.33 A stench of rot or mould comes to 
pervade the fields.34 Generally the damage caused by the blight on sandy soil is milder and this 
connection was noted in the very early days of the spread of the blight in the Baltic provinces.35

In January 1847 the journal of the Ministry of the Internal Affairs already noted that 
the potato disease ‘coincides with the one occurring in Ireland, England, Germany and 
elsewhere’.36 At the same time, the journal wrongly indicated that it was the ‘Curl’ disease 
which was spreading through England and Ireland.37 In March 1847 the horticulturist Johann 
Hermann Zigra wrote in the Das Inland weekly, distributed in all three Baltic provinces, 
that according to the observations by botanists and agronomists, the potato disease that 
had started to spread in Estland was an epidemic that began in Ireland and had expanded 
eastwards, that has been identified in all areas of Western Europe, but also in America, the 
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potato’s native land.38 Thus, the simultaneous spread of the disease in Western Europe and 
its unprecedented character were understood in the Baltic provinces from early on.39

As happened in the rest of Europe, the causes and course of the spread of the disease 
began to be studied in the Baltic provinces: whether the blight spread faster among early or 
late sown potatoes, on lower or higher grounds, on new soil or on older fields, on fertilized 
or unfertilized fields (it was found that the proportion of potato harvest affected by this 
disease was particularly low on well-fertilized fields).40 It was clear that the spread of and 
damage caused by the potato blight was at that time similar on both demesne and peasant 
lands. Naturally, an attempt was made to find out which potato varieties suffered the most 
(the number of potato varieties grown in Livland was already over 80 at the beginning of the 
1840s and by the end of this decade it had reached 95).41 No clear connections were detected 
anywhere. The cause of the potato disease remained a mystery.42 Furthermore, there was a 
debate on the causes of the blight in the Baltic provinces; the factors discussed included were 
pests, parasites, a fungus, or the effect of bad air.43 Johann Hermann Zigra claimed that the 
higher the humidity, the greater the potato rot, and concluded that humid air and land were 
to be blamed.44 It soon became clear that all suggested chemicals for curing the disease were 
useless and brought nothing but large unnecessary expenditures.45 In August 1847 the civil 
governor of Livland reported to the Baltic governor-general that based on the accounts of 
local professors, the director of the Imperial Botanical Gardens and reports from abroad, the 
problem was a lack of proper expertise on how to stop the spread of the disease.46

In the summer of 1847 St Petersburg received reports not only from the Baltic provinces 
but also from other parts of the Russian Empire on the devastation caused by the blight, 
which had its greatest impact in the westernmost provinces: Grodno, Kaunas, Vilnius, Minsk, 
Mogilev, Vitebsk, Pskov and Novgorod.47 By the 1850s, it had spread to a greater or lesser 
extent over all European Russia.48 In Finland, the first confirmed report on the emergence 
of the potato blight in Vyborg comes from the autumn of 1845; this was a year before it was 
noticed in Estland. However, it seems that the actual spread of the disease from southern 
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Finland started only in the late summer of 1847 and therefore it could still have originated 
in Estland.49

In 1848 the potato disease had not completely disappeared from the Baltic provinces, but 
it had weakened. According to the reports by the district magistrates of Estland in 1848, the 
potato blight was still observable but on a smaller scale than the previous year and the potato 
harvest was expected to be much better than that of 1847. Potato growing was damaged in 
1848 by a long-lasting summer drought and early frosts, which might have also helped stop 
the spread of the blight. The overall potato yield ratio in Estland was 3.9 to 1, which was quite 
similar to other years and twice as high as that of 1847.50 The potato harvest in Livland in 1848 
was also similar to that in the years before 1847.51 In 1849 the spread and damage caused by 
the potato blight were once again stronger. It was another excessively humid summer due to 
incessant rain, and the weather also inhibited the growth of the potato crop in Estland.52 In 
November 1849 the civil governor of Livland noted that according to reports ‘the potato disease 
had again spread almost everywhere’ so that in some regions hardly any potato harvesting was 
done.53

The potato blight was observed locally in the Baltic provinces also over the following years 
(1850, 1851, and 1852).54 In one of the reports circulated in St Petersburg, the potato disease 
was declared to have disappeared by 1850 in the province of Estland.55 This was, however, 
premature as the disease remained in Estland until at least 1852 in the southern Harju district 
and especially in the southern Järva district (small-scale damage caused by the potato disease 
in the southern Järva district was also reported in 1855 and 1857).56 In 1851 the Ministry of State 
Domains in St Petersburg announced that over the very dry summer of the previous year the 
potato disease had been spotted only in the west and in certain northern provinces. It had 
already disappeared in other provinces previously hit by the disease.57 By the mid-1850s the 
potato blight epidemic seemed to have largely ended.58 
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II

The potato blight hit the Russian Empire at a very bad moment for the central government. 
It was one more catastrophic factor to add to the severe cholera epidemic, a general shortfall 
in grain supply, devastating fires, and the political upheavals in Europe that coincided in the 
closing years of the 1840s, especially in 1848.59 The 1840s saw very poor cereal harvests in many 
regions but the year 1848 brought the most serious crop failure in the whole empire during 
the reign of Nicholas I. The Russian economy suffered a great crisis and more than a million 
people died in the years 1847–51.60 However, it is hard to assess to what extent the potato blight 
played a role in this mortality crisis. Cholera reached its highest intensity in the regions where 
the potato cultivation was one of the lowest in European Russia; the Don Cossack region, 
Astrakhan’, and Saratov.61

One thing is clear; the potato blight deflated the great hope held for the potato as a solution 
to the frequent failures of other crops. As recently as 1840 St Petersburg had launched a 
new campaign for the promote potato growing all over the Empire.62 The introduction of 
the potato crop was officially presented as the direct will and ‘fatherly foresight’ of Emperor 
Nicholas in the 1840s.63 However, the potato campaign should be attributed to the Minister 
of State Domains, Pavel Kiselev, who saw the potato crop as an important instrument for the 
subsistence of the peasantry and the relief of poverty. Within the administrative hierarchy, 
potato cultivation issues fell under his Ministry. The economic policy of Kiselev, who had hold 
the post since 1838, was focused on advancing Russian agriculture, the central aim being to 
find solutions for the systemic poverty and hunger among the peasantry.64 Since the potato 
as an alternative staple food had been sanctioned by the Russian authorities in 1765 and 1797, 
Kiselev obviously just returned to a stalled solution from the past.65

The orders from the early 1840s clearly indicate that the renewed interest of the government 
was a response to the cereal crop failures in some Russian provinces in 1839 and 1840.66 The 
promotion of potato growing was seen as the best means for ensuring provisions for the people 
(obezpechenija narodnago prodovol’stvija) in times of grain harvest failures.67 Kiselev stated it 
very clearly, ‘The main goal of potato cultivation is ensuring food provision for the population 
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in the case of cereal crop failures or high prices of grain. The question of developing the 
potato as a raw material or as processed food is secondary’.68 In his order of 1842, Nicholas I 
mentioned the potential positive effect of potato crops on the transition to four-field farming 
as one of the reasons for introducing them.69 Indeed, the potato was seen as an improver of 
land and the diversification of field cultures.70 The potato growing campaign also focused on 
the use of potato as fodder (with particular emphasis on this after 1843–44).71 Kiselev had been 
speaking of further uses for the potato as goals in themselves from at least 1842. The potato 
started to be regarded not only as a human and animal foodstuff but as the basis of industries, 
focused on its reprocessing into starch, syrup, etc.72

One of the main goals was the development of potato growing not only in gardens, but also 
in fields and in side plots.73 In July 1840 a secret committee led by the Minister of War Count 
Chernyshev ordered that state peasants should sow enough seed potatoes to achieve a net gain 
of one tchetvert (131 kg) per ‘revisional soul’.74 However, in the order issued by the Emperor 
on 8 August, the potato production aimed for on state estates was set at half tchetvert (or one 
os’moj) per soul.75 In 1841 Kiselev established his potato growing target for the Russian Empire 
as follows: each peasant (on both private and state estates) should plant enough seed potatoes 
so that the expected annual harvest would ensure at least half of the yearly food consumption 
for his family (the whole farm) to secure food in the event of a cereal crop failure.76 In 1843 
this was set as an all-Russian norm of 1 tchetverik (i.e one eighth of a tchetvert) per soul.77 

The expansion of potato cultivation and the reaching of expected harvest targets were seen 
as objectives by the central government, but which could not be achieved without systematic 
organization and contribution from local government. All officials and landlords responsible for 
potato growing had to work towards this goal. The central government repeatedly emphasized 
the need for government measures to promote potato cultivation in Russia.78 According to 
an order by Nicholas I of 16 February 1842, the provincial governments had to continue with 
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the implementation of measures and monitor potato cultivation even in the provinces where 
peasants were already growing potatoes.79 Still, in 1843 the civil governor of Estland expressed 
his fears that local Estonian peasants would not adopt the potato crop and would lose interest 
in its cultivation unless additional measures were applied. As he wrote in his letter to the 
Estland nobility, ‘So there remain fears that due to the distrust already generated amongst 
the peasantry, reluctant towards innovations (“highly unresponsive” crossed out) potato 
cultivation will slowly wear off or maybe disappear totally’.80

A strong emphasis was laid on education to encourage people to accept the potato as an 
alternative staple food. According to the regulation issued by the Emperor in 1840, brief but 
clear guidelines explaining the growing, storage and use of the potato had to be printed and 
disseminated.81 Kiselev also regarded the advocacy of potato growing as highly important. As 
he noted in 1847, improvements in agriculture were never successful or enduring if implemented 
by force; peasants should be persuaded of the advantages of improved agriculture.82

In 1840, following the wishes of the Emperor, a brief instruction brochure on potato 
cultivation (Kratkoe nastavlenie o poseve, uborke, khranenii i upotreblenii kartofelja) was 
compiled and printed according to an order by the Ministry of State Domains.83 It provided 
farmers with instructions on how to plant, harvest and store potatoes and even guidelines 
on different ways to prepare and use them. From January 1841, on Kiselev’s orders, these 
instructions were actively disseminated all over the Russian Empire.84 In the Baltic provinces 
(in Tallinn) the brochure was translated and printed in German.85 In the case of the crown 
estates of the Baltic provinces, copies were sent separately from St Petersburg.86 However, 
distribution was never on a massive scale. The civil governor of Estland, for example, sent 
less than 20 copies in German to each district magistrate for private estates, and not for free 
distribution, but for sale at a price of 15 silver kopecks each. According to the orders by the 
civil governor of Estland, the brochure had to be distributed amongst landlords (rather than 
the peasantry).87 It is not known that it was translated into the local languages (Estonian or 
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Latvian). The income from sales and the reports by the district magistrate from late spring that 
same year show that the copies sold out quickly.88 Besides the German version, a few Russian 
copies of the brochure were sent out for free distribution.89 

The introductory lines of the brochure emphasize that the potato could be a solution to 
famines in the event of a shortage of grain. Furthermore, it stresses that the potato is a 
healthy and nutritious food item for human consumption; it can be used as fodder, for vodka 
production and converted into sugar and starch. Potatoes could be grown everywhere, even 
on clay, sandy, and chalky soils. Unlike grains, seed potatoes did not have to be high quality. 
Practically all seed potatoes (except frostbitten ones) can be planted. Furthermore, one seed 
potato can be cut into several pieces as long as each piece contains 1–2 potato eyes. They could 
be picked for consumption even before harvest time.90

One of the main arguments by Kiselev in the early 1840s was that potatoes are more 
resistant to failure than other field crops.91 Until the epidemic of 1847 potatoes were advocated 
as an almost perfect foodstuff, the cultivation of which had no drawbacks. Potato crops were 
clearly seen as more resilient to the ‘harmful changes in the atmosphere’ as they needed 
less rainfall due to their large leaves and bigger roots, which suffer less during droughts. It 
was claimed that as long as good and timely cultivation was observed, the weather had little 
impact on potato crops. The potato was only sensitive to frost, which had to be considered 
when planning harvesting. Even if the crop was affected by frostbite and excessive rainfall 
caused tuber rot, this did not necessarily imply harvest failure. Guidelines were provided on 
how to make potato flour from frostbitten potatoes which might be even more long lasting 
than grain flour. It was also possible to partially use rotten potatoes and old seed potatoes 
for fodder and distilling.92

The leading agricultural society in the Baltic provinces, the Livonian Public Benefit and 
Economics Society (die Livländische Gemeinnützige und Ökonomische Sozietät) gave a more 
balanced overview of the potato in 1841. The Society emphasized that keeping in mind the 
longitudes of Livland, the potato offered the best yield from any given, but it also demanded 
the greatest care and effort. The potato could ensure food provision on a large scale only if 
grown ‘by a diligent farmer with care and attention’.93 Thus the Society highlighted one of the 
most problematic drawbacks of potato cultivation. The expansion of more labour-intensive 
potato cultivation on the estates also meant a greater need for peasants’ labour in the form 
of corvée, even though, as pointed out by Juhan Kahk, the corvée regulations that had been 
established at the beginning of the century did not foresee potato harvesting work.94 The 
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potato brought the need to negotiate even more intense seasonal corvée or forced landowners 
to hire more labour.95

However, the Society did not regard the labour-intensive nature of potato growing as the 
biggest problem but rather the fact that seed potatoes needed storage (especially in large 
quantities and keeping different varieties separately) and protecting them from degradation 
was much more difficult than grain seed storage. The potato needs a good dry cellar which 
protects it from the cold, which ‘our peasantry rarely have access to’.96 In fact, even manors 
were not always ready to provide the peasantry with storage for seed potatoes through the 
winter and so prevent rot.97 The Society concluded that as opposed to wheat and rye, of high 
nutritional value, the potato cannot fully substitute for bread amongst ‘the classes who perform 
strong physical labour’.98

III

Any idealized perception of the potato was crushed by the blight that started to spread in 
1846.99 The potato blight, with its rapid spread and devastating consequences, was unexpected 
across Europe.100 In 1841 the Livonian Public Benefit and Economics Society had claimed that 
if the potato was cultivated under more or less favourable conditions ‘the harvest will not fall 
below the level of three potatoes to one seed potato’.101 The average yield in Livland in 1847 was 
only 1.5 potatoes per seed potato due to the blight. It was the lowest figure in Livland ever (the 
average between 1842 and 1846 had been 3.27 per seed).102 

As early as August 1847 the civil governor of Estland expressed concerns that the spread of 
the potato disease would lead to ‘a dangerous crisis’ and a setback in potato growing amongst 
the peasantry, as ‘peasants’ reluctance to adopt innovations related to economic methods is 
already well known’.103 The civil governor’s greatest fear was the large losses in food provision 
(Volksversorgung), which would mostly affect peasants. If during previous years the potato 
harvest had been rather poor on peasants’ lands but at least average on estate fields, then due 
to the potato disease the estates would lose the necessary income for supporting peasants. 
Several landlords from the district of Viljandi estimated in private conversations with the civil 
governor that their direct losses resulting from the potato disease of 1847 reached 8–10,000 
silver roubles each.104 
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Walter McKenzie Pinter has pointed out that in Russia potato sowing rose only until the 
mid-1840s and that throughout the later years of Kiselev’s administration it remained virtually 
unchanged.105 At the beginning of the potato campaign in 1840 the amount of potatoes planted 
in Russia was about 1 million tchetverts; by 1844 it had increased over six times to 6 million 
tchetverts but after that it remained at this level (or below) until the 1860s (see Figure 1). The 
average total amount of potato planting in Russia was smaller in 1851–60 than it had been from 
1841 to 1850 (5.5 million and 5.75 million tchetverts respectively).106 The amount of potatoes 
planted and harvested in many of the regions of European Russia not only stalled in the late 
1840s and early 1850s, but fell until it started to grow again gradually in the late 1850s.107 This 
rapid slowdown and even decline in potato growing was mostly due to the setback caused by the 
potato blight (both in moral and yield terms). An overview of potato cultivation in the province 
of Pskov in the Journal of State Domains in 1853 said that ‘about ten years ago the potato was 
planted in this province in remarkable amounts, but since the disease emerged farmers have 
started to limit planting, so that nowadays both landlords and peasants plant it only for their 

f ig u r e  1:  The total amount of potato planting and harvesting in the 50 provinces of European Russia,  
1841–95 (in thousand tchetverts).

Source: The figure is based on the data presented by M. Prishvin, Kartofel’ v polevoj i ogorodnoj kul’ture [The potato 
in the field and garden] (1908), pp. 13–14.
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own consumption’.108 However, there was no potato famine in the Russian Empire and there 
are no references to cases of death by starvation due to the potato disease in the sources from 
the Baltic provinces, where the share of potato cultivation was the highest in Russia. Thus the 
potato blight was mostly an economic, administrative and moral setback. In the late 1840s it not 
only put an end to Kiselev’s potato campaign; its major effect was that it thwarted the spread 
of potato cultivation and caused the (in parts drastic) fall in potato production in the Russian 
Empire. If in Ireland the potato blight decreased potato production for 35 years,109 in the Baltic 
provinces and many other Russian provinces this fall went on for five to ten years. 

IV

In the Russian Empire the potato was not adopted from below by the peasantry as a food crop 
but was rather imposed top-down as a famine relief measure. The promotion of potato growing 
was implemented through Emperor’s edicts and required a systematic campaign led by the 
central government and the elites of society. At the same time, the state attempted to change 
peasants’ eating habits. The potato was depicted as good food and the official instructions on 
potato cultivation included direct guidelines on how to prepare it. 

The potato was seen as an escape route from cereal crop failures and the problem of hunger 
amongst the peasantry. A large part of European Russia was indeed very suitable for potato 
cultivation from the point of view of both the climate and soil characteristics.110 Thus, the 
Russian central government played this card in an attempt to find a solution to the frequent 
food shortages the county continued to suffer. 

In 1840 the Emperor vigorously demanded an increase in potato growing in the whole 
Russian Empire. This potato campaign was definitely a major turning point for the introduction 
of potatoes in Russia. Until the mid-1840s everything seemed be going as planned by Kiselev. 
Potato growing was expanding in Russia and the measures applied seemed to be bearing 
fruit. But before this decisive breakthrough was fulfilled a devastating potato blight epidemic 
broke forth in the Russian Empire in 1846 and went on until 1852, spreading from the Baltic 
provinces. The main consequence of the potato blight was the postponement of potato mass 
cultivation and consumption at least for a decade in Russia. Until the late 1860s the scope 
of potato cultivation remained more or less at the same level as in the 1840s. Only after that 
decade, especially in the 1870s, did potato growing increase three to four times on both estate 
and peasant lands in the Baltic provinces.111 The potato became not only urgent famine food 
for poor peasants but a versatile substitute for grain and a staple food for everyone by the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century. By the end of the nineteenth century Russia was only 
surpassed by Germany for potato production in Europe.112


