












A TRAINLOAD of flour .steams away from Libau, heading for the famine districts. 

proportions. In some districts the annual death rate 
rose to two hundred per thousand.^'^ 

THE RELIEF did not come any too soon. Russia was 
used to famines, but this one was staggering in its 
extent. Some thirty million people, through twenty 
provinces covering 475,000 square miles, were affected. 
The govemment had appropriated large sums of 
nioney to aid the peasants and remitted taxes to furnish 
additional relief. Special committees in St. Petersburg 
and Moscow, presided over by the heir apparent and 
the czar's sister-in-law, brought as much grain as pos­
sible into the stricken areas and created large pubhc 
works to supply able-bodied men with jobs.^^ 

Some of the Russian nobility, including the well-
known author Leo Tolstoy and his family, estabhshed 
bakeries, soup kitchens, children's asylums, and hos­
pitals across the countryside. They awarded bread 
allowances to the families in their districts. Edgar re­
ported on the procedure: "Each peasant receiving re­
lief was furnished with a small pink ticket, numbered, 
on which were written his name and the weight of 
bread per day to which his family was entitled. Below 
was a calendar for the mouth. Upon presenting his 
ticket, he asked for as many days' supply as he could 
conveniently carry away with him, and, upon weighing 
and delivery of the due amount, the ticket was returned 
to him, with the days for which he had drawn bread 
crossed off or punched out. This performance gone 
through with, the peasant shouldered his sack and 
trudged off home, bringing the food to his hungry 
and expectant family." ^̂  
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The efforts of landed gentry in distributing the 
flour solicited by the Northwestern Miller turned the 
tide. Edgar returned to Moscow from his inspection 
tour in late April, convinced that direct donations of 
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RED SQUARE in Moscow as it appeared in 1892 
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flour had been wise and that the means of distribution 

in Russia had been efficient.^" 
Returning home by way of St. Petersburg, Edgar 

was granted an audience witii the cesarevitch, later 
Nicholas II, who took the occasion to express repeat­
edly Russia's gratitude for America's relief efforts. Ed­
gar subsequently recalled the cesarevitch's invitation 
to remain in the capital a few days longer. The editor, 
having already made a train reservation, refused. He 
later learned that such invitations were regarded as 
imperial commands and remarked "I might well have 
been exiled to Siberia for not knowing my manners." ''' 

Edgar's arrival in the Twin Cities on June 10, 1892, 
marked the formal end of the amazing relief operation. 
Appealing to the generosity of businessmen as well as 
farmers, school children, and citizens generally, the 
Northwestern Miller had received donations from over 
450 municipalities in 25 states. A great number of rail­
roads, newspapers, and journals had contributed their 
services. More than $26,000 and 5,389,728 pounds of 
flour were donated to the cause. Minnesota's contri­
bution was second only to that of New York.^-

Although the Russian famine had abated by the 
summer of 1892, many peasants continued to feel its 
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aftereffects during the fall and winter of 1892-93. 
Edgar continued to receive letters from grateful and 
concerned nobles, and he always managed to send 
money to these individuals.''•' 

On May 27, 1893, the anniversary of Czar Alexander 
I l l ' s coronation, an elaborate ceremony honoring those 
who had rendered services to the relief campaign was 
held aboard a Russian flagship anchored in the Dela­
ware River near Philadelphia. Russian officials, includ­
ing the commander-in-chief of the Russian squadron, 
the Russian ambassador to the United States, and the 
czar's nephew, bestowed gifts upon Edgar , his fellow 
commissioners, the representatives of the Philadelphia 
Relief Commission — Francis B. Reeves, Rudolph 
Blankenburg, Anthony J. Drexel, Jr., and Dr. A. L. 
Biddle — and other contributors. Edgar was given a 
gilded silver flagon as a token of the czar's regard.^* 

WHY HAD the Russian famine stimulated this great 
charitable outpouring? Edgar , who more than any 
other single person was responsible for organizing and 
directing the effort, was to comment: "It was notice­
able that those states the people of which had, them­
selves, at some time in their history, felt the need of 
help, either through drought, crop failures, grasshop­
pers or other afflictions, were the first to respond to 
the call from their Russian brethren." ^° 

The Pennsylvania Depar tment of the Grand Army 
of the Republic pointed out another consideration: 
"Remembering the acts of friendship shown by the 
Russian Government and people towards this Nation 
during the period of the Civil War, each Post of this 
Depar tment is requested to donate one or more barrels 
of ffour to this worthy object, not only as an act of 

THE PEASANT and hut below were typical of the scenes Edgar witnessed on his Russian tour. 
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humanity towards a starving people, but also as an 
evidence of the appreciation of the services of the 
Russian Government at that time by the men who 

THE HEIR APPARENT personally thanked Edgar for 

his efforts in the relief campaign. 

fought for the perpetuat ion of American liberty." The 
memory of Russia's assistance was, no doubt , still fresh 
in the minds of many citizens.-''^ 

Certainly William Edgar deserves much of the 
credit for awakening the American public to the need 
of its Russian brothers. He continued to edit the 
Northwestern Miller until 1924 and in 1906 founded 
The Bellman, a literary magazine which lasted thir­
teen years. H e authored several books and service pub­
lications and wrote a weekly column for the Minne­
apolis Tribune for many years. His efforts on behalf of 
the destitute never ceased. Using the columns of the 
Nortiiwestern Miller once again, he helped organize 
the Belgium Refief Movement from 1914 to 1916. As 
he had done in Russia, Edgar personally supervised 
the distribution of the shipload of flour sent to Bel­
gium. He assisted in organizing the American milling 
industry under President Woodrow Wilson before pas­
sage of a food control bill and worked under Herbert 
Hoover in the Food Administration during World War 
I. Edgar died in Marine on St. Croix on December 2, 
1932.-" 
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THE PORTRAIT of Merriam on page 56 is from the 
picture collection of the Minnesota Historical Society. A\\ 
the other photographs are reproduced from Edgar's book. 
The Russian Famine of 1891 and 1892. 
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