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THE STORY OF POTATO
By S. DORASWAMI ATYAR, 1L A,
Assistant, Messrs. Parry & Co., Ltd., Fertiliser Depl.

The Importance of Potato. Potalo has been described by a writer as
the world’s greatest plant. In the western countries il is one of the most
widely culiivaled crops. It is used for food and for industrial purposes
such as the manufaclure of starch and industrial alcohol. About one-guarter
of the food of people in Europe and European selflers outside Europe is
comprised of pofato. It is also avaluable food for animals. As a food
plant it is only rivalled by wheat and rice, which are the mosl widely used
food crops in the world. Potato leads the other crops in lhe world's total
production of food crops. Itis grown in all the continents, although about
907% of the world's crop is grown in the European countries. Germany and
Russia are the largest producers being responsible for more than one-halt
of the world’s production. The others in order of importance are Austria,
France, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and Italy. The culiivation of
poltatees in the United States and Canada is increasing in importance.
Potatoes are grown in Japan, India and Burma in Asia, in South and East
Africa and in Australia to an appreciably large extent.

One remarkable feature of potato is that it can be grown in almost any
kind of soil. In Ireland, some of the scils on which polato is grown are |
said to be so sandy that straw and seaweed have to be used to keep the
soil from being blown off the sets. Potato, no doubt, thrives best in well-
drained iriable scils, but, even clay soils and pealy soils can, by proper
cultivation, be made'to grow pofatoes. 1t is said that there is scarcely an
acre of barren waste free from stagnant water which cannot be made to
grow potatoes, .

Another feature of the potato plant is that it grows very quickly and
comes to maturity in a few weeks. After the plant has made its first six
inches of growth there is "a rapid rush into fuil leaf and stature—a process
so swilt that the gladdened cultivator may well tell himself sometimes that
he can see the plants grow ",

A further remarkable feature of potato crop is that a much araaler
weight of crop can ke produced per acre than any cther food crop. The
vield of potatoes per acre is between 5 and 10 fons whereas the average
yield of wheat, for example might be only one ton.

Potato, however, iz unfortunately very susceptible fo disease. It under-
goes a process of degeneration and in course of time it loses its productive-
ness and vigour. This was for a long time considered to be due o natural
causes, but in recent years it has been proved to be due to the cumulative
effect of inlection by virus diseases. The plant is tender and not hardy
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It is also easily affected by climate and rainfall, Mr. Walter P. Wright, the
founder of the National Potato Society of Great Britain says:

“With all its wenknesses the Potato remains n vegetable of great value and
vast importance to us. 1f one season, the crop is light, the next is heavy ; if last
year there were severe losses through disease, this year there are few, so thata
vseful aversge is struck. It isin this philosophical spirit that we must pursue
our culture, but at the same time, we must take care to study methods of reduc-
ing our losses from disease.”

Discovery of Potato:—A writer says,

“ Amidst the numerous remarkable productions ushered into the Old Conti-
nent from the New World, there are two which stand pre-eminently conspicuous
from their geperal adootion. Unlike in their nature, both have heen received as
extensive blessings—the one by its nutritive powers tend to support, the other
by its noreotic virtues to soothe and comfort the human frame—the potato and
tobacco ', .

Potato is a native of South America. It was first discovered by the
Spaniards in the neighbourhood of Quito in Ecuador, where it was under
cultivation early in the sixteenth century. It was also found in Peru and
Mexico. The inhabitants of Peru called it "papas”. Potatoes were used
in these countries as food, usually cooked, but also dried in the sun and
made into flour. The potalo plant was found growing wild or cultivated in
comparatively high altitudes and in a dry climate but never in the neigh-
bourhoed of sea-coast.

Introduction into Europe. The potato was carried to Spain by the
explorers abcut 1535 at the time of the conguest of Peru. It is said that
Hieronymus Cardan, a monk, was the first to introduce it from Peru into
Spain. From Spain it passed quickly into the other countries of the Conti-
nent but it did not come into general cultivation for a very long time. It
began to be cherished as a valuable product only after over a century
passed away since its discovery.

Regarding its introduction into England, admirers of Sir John Hawkins
claim that he introduced it as early as 1563, while admirers of Sir Francis
Drake claim that he introduced it in 1586. It is said that a statue fo Drake
as the introducer of the Potato was erected at Offenburg, in Baden, in 1853.
However, there is no doubt ihat Sir Walter Raleigh was the first to grow
potatoes in England ; he planted it on his estate at Hayes, in Devonshira
and also in his estates at Youghal, near Cork, in Ireland in 1586.

Bauhin, in 1596, was the first to describe the plant and to give i the
Latin name, Selanum tuberosum esculentum. In 1801 Clusius had des-
cribed the plant with figures in his Rariorum Plantarum Historia. In 1597,
John Gerard, who had obtained some tubers of the polato from Virginia and
planted them in his garden, gave a description of the plant in his publication
Herbal and he called it Balatas Virginiana.

Naming of the Potato. The naming of the potaio was 2 recult of &
coniusion with another plant of a toially different character, Batalas edulis
(Ipomoea batalas) the swest polato. Sweel polatoes were also discovered
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hy the Spaniards in Brazil and wae introduced into Spein in 15_]9'1 { was
callod by the nalives of Brazil, Bafatus., This was corrupted fo ~ Potalo’.
The cullivalion of sweal potatoss was carrizd an in Spain and Porlugal "and
in the time of Queen Elizaboth, sweet polaloss were impovied inlo England
from Spain and Portugal. The peolatoss mentioned by Bhakespeare and
other wrilers of the period were raally sw2al polatozs. Thus, in the
" Merry Wives of Windsor " it is not the real potate bul the sweet potato that
is relerred lo in Falstafl's extiorlation :

" Lef the sky rain patatoes and kissing comfits "

The real polaloes were colled laler on as potatoes of 'i.?’irginia.‘ In
course of ime, Salanum tuberosum was called Potato and Batatas edulis as
sweet polaloes.

Cultivation of Potatoes in Europe, The cullivation of potatoes in
England made little progress for many years. During the reign of Iame; I
they were rare and cost two shillings a pound. Potato was then an arlicle
of lugury, By 1663 its uselulness as an arficle of food was so generally
known that the Royal Sociely took measures to encourage ils cullivation and
its introduction into [reland, especially as a salequard against famine,

Potato was very slow to come into general use. In the sevenlesnth-
century it was belfeved that it might become useful for feeding swine and
catlle. There was also a belief that it caused leprosy. During the seven-
teenth century it was merely a botanical curiosily cultivated by collectors of
new plants. It was only in the eighteenth century that it became a cultivated
crop. By 1760 it became established as a field crop in England and some
25 years later as a field crop in Scotland.

By 1772 the cultivation of polatoes had become commen in Germany
but the quality of the crop was poor and it was generally used for feeding
domestic animals. 1t was used as human food only in times of failure of
grain crops. [Frederick the Great encouraged its cultivation in Prussia and
by about 1785 it began {0 be grown extensively in Saxony. By the end of
the eighteenth century it was firmly established throughout Germany and it
became a great staple crop of the countkry.

France adopted the totato more slowly. In 1769 the qrain crops of
France were a failure, threatening a national famine. Auguste Parmentier,
an apothecary in the French army, recommended the use of potatoes as food
lo take the place of grain. He had been a member of the medical staff of
the French army in 1758, during the war in Hanover and had been laken
prisoner.  During his five years in prison his principal food consisted of
potatoes. He wrote a book called a Treatise en Certain Vegetables hat in
Times of Necessity can be substituted for Ordinary Food, This book was
received with ridicule even though it received a cerfain amount of support
from the Paris Agricultural Sociely. By persistent efforts, he wag able to
interest Louis XVI in the crop sufficiently to induce the king to granl hum
50 acres of land on which to experiment with potatoes. 1t is caid that the
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Mm:l ordered the plot to be quarded by a cordon of troops which exciled
the cuﬁosity of the people. On the King's fete day, Parmentier presented
the king with a basket of tubers and a boquet of the blossoms. These were
worn by the king and queen who also ate the cooked tubers. They were
found to be very palatable and soon the French people took an interest in
potalo.

By the latter half of the eighteenth century, potato was extensively culti-
rated and recognized as one of the regular crops throughout the temperate
egions of Europe and America, so that Henry Phillips (1822) who published
1 detailed account of the potato and ils culture, was able to cite a single
grower who planted 300 acres annually.

In Ireland, potatoes were used very extensively as human food. By
1840, potatoes had largely replaced ihe cereals because the yield of pota-
loes exceeded by 20 to 30 times the yield of wheat, barley or oats on an
equal area of land. Dependence on a single crop for food led to disaster
when the pctato blight devastated the Irish crops in 1846 and caused a
widesoread famine. It is said that 600,000 died during the two years, 1846
and 1847, for want of food or from diseases caused by a meagre diet of
unhealthy and unnutritious food. By 1848 the plague had subsided.

Potatoes in India Potatoss seem to have been introduced into India
early in the ssvantzanth century. It is mentioned in Terry's account of the
banquet given by Asat Khan to Sir Thomas Roe in 1613. By 1675 its
cultivation had assumed some importance as Fryer has described the gardens
of Surat and Karnatak as confaining among other vegelables, potatoes.
Potatoes are now grown in many provinces. In Bengal, the chiel potato
arowing districts are Hugli, Burdwan, Rangapur, Jaipalguri and Darjeeling.
Potatoes are extensively arown in the hilly tracts of Assam such as Khasia,
Jaintia, Garo and Lushai Hills. In the United Provinces it flourishes well at
Naini tal, Almora, Mussoorie etc. In the Bombay Presidency itis grown on
a large scale in Poona district and to a smaller extent in other districls
particularly, Surat. It is also grown in the Punjab in the hilly tracts round
Simla. Potato is cultivated in the Bangalore district of Mysore State. In
the Madras Presidency the most important potato growing area is the Nilgiris
district. The story of its development on the Nilgiris is interssting,

Potato Growing on the Nilgiris, Potato growing on the Nilgiris is
over a century old. The first introduction of potaloes to the Nilgiris must
have been by Mr. Sullivan. In 1822 he had procured & professional
gardener " with a view to making experiments in herticulture and agriculiure
under his superintendence . It was also his idea that " the experiment may
everiually prove useful to the public, and the expense of making them will
be my own". Mr. Sullivan applied fo the Government for permission fio
enclose aboul 1900 acres of waste lend for this purpose. This was granted.
It was the valley io the south of Stonehouse hill. The gardener was John-
stone and he had an essistanl, an African, named Jones. In 1824 it is.
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recorded thal a polalo weighing 5 lhs. was grown ihfii year in Mr. Sullivan’s
garden. .

In April 1830, the lhen Governor, Mr. S. R. Lushington, eslablished an
experimental farm at Kaity, “{aking up Badaga lands for the purpose in-a
high-handed manner, which, after his depariure, was the subject of a severe
censure from the Court of Direclors, who ordered the lands: lo be reslored
and ample compensation fo be given to the landholders for loss of profits
whilst their lands were improperly appropriated”. Major Crewe was in
charge of the experiments. The land " was broken up in the English style
of farming with ploughs of the English shape and by means of caltle trained
forthe purpose "'.  Some of the fields were planted with potatoes while others
with wheat, barley, cats etc. The farm showed the possibilily of potato cul-
ture as an occupation whereby one could eam one's livelihood, But in a

few years the farm was abandoned owing to the above atiitude of the Court
of Directora.

In his book on the " Nilgheries ", first edition of whiclh was published in
1834, Dr. Baikie mentions, speaking of Jakathala (Wellington), that three and
even four crops of potatoes might be raised in twelve months and that all
other European vegetables were luxuriant and were produced all the year
round. He says " Fruits and an immense variely of vegetables have been
infroduced by the European visitants. And almost every deascription.of
esculent vegetable, to be found in Europe, is now cullivated on the Hills
in abundance. The list extends to potatoes in great quantity and first
rate quality; cabbage, cauliflower, Savoys, French beans, spinach, peas,

lettuces, beel-root, radishes, celery, turnips, carrots, sea-kale, asparagus and
tomatoes .

In 1847, Major Ouchterlony mentions in a report that Ceylon offered a
very favourable market for the Nilgiri potatoes. In that year there were 186
acres under potatoss, the total output being estimated al 29,400 maunds or
6,562 cwls. The average selling price was 6 as. per maund or Rs. 1-11-0
percwlt  An acre of potatoes produced up to 600 mds. and the ratio of
refurn of crop to seed was 15:1. This is an extraordinarily good yield
considering the present-day figures.

In 1848 the Government Botanical Garden was established and for
some years cultivation of potatoes was one of ils chief features. New
varieties were tried. The ryols were shown how to cultivale polaloes and
other vegetables.

The cultivation of potatoes was increasing in extent and in 1876 there
were 754 acres under potatoes, Potato was grown on a small scale by the
European settlers and on an increasing scale by the ryols. Major-General
Morgan says "“There is no doubt that the Badaga country is especially
suitable for the growth of polatoes, which delight in a dry soil, of a reddish
brown colour and warm sun and moderate rainfall. With much rain they
lose their“starch and become watery. Kalhatti, Bellikal, Keiti, Cocnoor
andKo “r¢'illare well suited for the growth of the poloto. The Kalhatti
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valley has for years produced the best potatces on the hills; the soil
‘is reddish brown loam, the climate moderately moist, and frosts occur
enly in January." The yield per acre, in 1847, was 600 mds. as men-
tioned above but that in 1876 was given as 40 cwts. That is to say, the
yield per acre had declined from over 6 tons fo about 2 tons in the course
of thres decades. There was a serious falling off in the size and quality of
‘potatoes. This was due fo the following reasons, according to Mr. Jamieson,
the Superintendent of the Botanical Gardens, who in 1877 wrote an article
on potatoes. The principal causes of degneration were (1) planting on
swampy undrained land, (2) the continued use of the same seed, (3) over
manuring and (4) the planting of the same land year after year with potatoes.

In the seventies, great interest was taken by the Government and indi-
viduals in improving the quality of the potatoces grown on the Nilgiri hills.
Good varieties were imported from England and Australia and tried. Good
" seed was supplied to the public. In spite of these the ryots were taking
very litlle care either in the selection of seed or in its preservation. They
were doing nothing to combat potato diseases. The potato crop became
one of more risk. Prices varied. At ons time it was as low as Rs. 20 per
ton and at times went up fo Rs. 100, Sometimes disease might smite the
crop and the return would hardly pay for the seed. Seasons also varied
exceedingly. Late April rains meant a short potato crop; early irost was
death to the second crop.

In the first decade of this century Nilgiri potatoes were being exported
to Ceylon, Burma and Straits Settlements and potato had become a paying
crop. Mr. W. Francis, a Collector of the District, evinced very keen interest
in improving the quality of the potatoes produced on the Nilgiris and in
1909 he was able to get a grant from the Government to import two tons of
good seed from Australia. This was taken by Mr. George Oakes, an enthu-
siastic potato grower for the growing of seed. In an address on Potaloes
delivered by Mr. Oakes under the auspices of the Nilgiri Agri-Horticultural
‘Society on the 30ih September 1910 he refers to this. From the seed he
obiained he planted a crop in May 1910 for which he used

6 cwts. Brownell's Beauty -and lifted 80 cwts.
1} cwts. Sotisfaction " 51 cwts,
11 ewts, Cambridge Kidoey ", O cwls.

Mr. George Oakes applied +ton of Parry's Potate Fertiliser for the
above crop. :

New varieties were tried in the Government Botanical Gardens. In
1910 there were 14 acres and in 1914 about 2§ acres under potato, Seed
produced here was supplied to the public and it is said that the average
anmnuel supply of seed 1o the public during the period was over 350 mds. In
1915 and 1916 the quesiion of expansion of seed produclion was under
discussion and in 1917 the Government decided on establishing an experi-
mental station at Nanjanad where new varielies were iried and manurial
experiments wera also undertaken.
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Since 1910 the arca under polatoes has besn intreasing ‘-’3""3‘?‘3 to
demands from Colombo, Bumbay, Caleutta ele. The ube of fertilisers has
also been incrensing. From lhe beginning of the Greal War in 1914 _there |
was a marked increase in ares. The area under polatoes in 1314 vras aboul
4000 acres and it increased lo about 8000 by 1920. Sinee then and up to
1931 the increase was not so marked. In 1931 il was only about 2000.
Since then owing to increasing unemployment due to depression and o the
increasing activities of fertiliser firms lhe area under polatoes has been
increasing and at the present time it is not less than 12,000 acres.

The pre-war price of potatoes was between Rs. 6 and 9 per bag Gf_
190 1bs. During the war prices went up to even Rs. 23 par bag. From
1930 the prices have been declining and in 1932 it went down fo as low
as Rs. 3 per bag. During the past five years prices have been ranging from
Rs.3 to 9 per bag. The low prices are due lo increased production on the
Nilgiris and in the polato growing areas in other parts of India and i3 the

increased imports from Italy, Cyprus, East and South Africa, Australia, Japan
and Burma, ‘

The consumption of petatoes has also been increasing 1hroughoul the

eountry and so long as the price of potatoes to the consumer is reasonably
low the consumption will increase.

Palm Oil as &« Motor Fuel. It is reported that research in the Belginn Congo
has shown that motors designed for the use of pas oil fuel ean also be driven
satisfactorily with locally obtained palm oil as fuel, the combustion of the palm
oil in the motor eylinder being as good as that of gas 0il. The exhaust gnses are
colourless and contain no carbon monoxide At the normal temperatures of the
Congo, the palm oil is sufficiently fluid as to require no pre-heating before being
injected into the motor cylinder, and the starting up cf the motor with this fuel
is satisfactory. The acid vontent of the ojl s not sufficient to nttack the motor
paris with which it is brought in contasct. The heating value of the fuel is
9 200—9,600 colories per litre and the average water content 04 per cent. Experi-
ments with the palm oil fuel in power works showed the consumption per
kilowatt bour, with a 400 kw. unit, to be 0292 kg. which compares favourahly
with the consumption of gas o0il fuel in_the same unit. (Fdustrial India,
November 1937, Page 264), '



