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Finding and filling a niche market, and then trying to preserve
its ‘niche status’, has been an almost all-consuming process
for one Northumberland couple. TIA RUND was bowled over
by their enthusiasm for the not-so-humble spud.

‘Special’ potato
varieties offer
increased choice

rowing spuds wouldn't
normally rank as the
fourth emergency

But for the keen gardener
who had promised his
daughter Pink Fir Apple
patatoes for her wodding
breakfast, and whose own
crop had fatled, finding an
alternitive source was
wirtual lifesaver.

Fortunately for Lucy a
Anthony Carroll who m]sp“:d
him, he s just one of a loyal
but growing of
enthusinsts who really know
their onlons whon it comes to
ptatoes.

Anthany took an the l'uml.h"-:

were growing modern
commercial varieties, the bag
market plummeted and we

were faced fewer and
fewer outlels,” he explains.
ended up sending our

potatoes hundreds of miles o
packhouses down south. Not
only were we crippled with
hanlage costs, but also we
never knew whethor the
ultimate consumer ever
actually enjoyed them.”
Anthony was just about
ready to turn his back mtlmb'
on the patato crop when he
spled an exh Ihll of lrnﬁiil onal
varieties at a BPC event at

Newark.
The thought of producing
a litle ‘special”

Farm, near Cornhill-an- nwd
abioul 19 years ago but only
started gm'ingpnb\mes:n the
Inte 19608, in resporse: to the
allvlm at the time to start

festered for a while before he
made the decision to try
wrowing some of them, back
In 2002

His initial approach wis,

o)
w‘ulhgmd corss o
irrigation, we could achieve a
good skin [ but, even in
the fow short years that wo

cautious,
“In the first year, we tried
five variethos on just one acre,
Locking back, it sounds
pathetic, [know,” he says,

o 2n gt were

ahurl-ld. Coenflii-

“But it meant that we had to
find a home for about 8,000k
which ksn't so casy when
you're grading and bagging by
hand, selling by the kg and
entirely sure of the market.”

But Anthony's hunch was a
good ane and the spuds that
year were a sell-out

In the subsequent seasons,
the number and acreage of
heritage varistics has
increased exponentially to the
point where the farm now

sts no fewer than 13

different varieties, from
vintage Fortyfold to the
popular Ratte, with overy
shade of red, white, blue,
biack and partly-coloured
Ietwoen

“They re all wonderful.
They're like children - I'd hate
o have to lose any of them

now,” says Lucy.

But, adds Anthony, there
have been a fow along the
way that have been just too
downright difficult to grow,
such as Skerry Blue, wh 5
particularly prone to viral

infections. The door is still
open, however, for other
varleties to join the sales list,
providing they meet the
criteria of good taste,
texture, shape or general
interest, he ad

While the overall potato area
only extends to about 32
acres - modest by any
standards - such is the
speciallst attention that (hosn
varieties require to be
and marketed that Anthony
now employs full time potato
maniger Andrew Bainbridge.
friends and nelghbours
thought | was nuts to take on
someone for such a small
acreage,” he says. After all.
Andrew had in the past
maniged a 2500-acre farming
business including 180 acres
of patatoes.

But his new responsibilities
extend way beyond actual
production. At the weekend,
lnr«;nmph- hie can b found
ning the company’s
-ﬂa s at farmers’ markets in

B MRS

-

Edinburgh and Glasgow,
which can mean a four o'clock
start in the morning.

Laocal deliveries to farm
bl“'l”‘.l:'lnlt'nﬂ nires,

Luey and Anthony Carroll.

food specinlist

“As well as Iooking really
different and att e om the
plate, these varfeties do offer
our custoners increas
ihe chance to find

are made in the Cm rolls’ own
vehicle. But, by using the
services of a courber, their
sphere of influence now
10 limits.

‘The company's list of
Ir\l:'\d) reads like a

Market, to Gleneagles Hotel,
to the farm s af
Chatsworth
{where Britis
appropriate favourite!)

Needless to say a polished
web site i also an essent|

irt of the marketing ‘sult

which also includes rubbing
shoulders with buyers at
national and, indeed,
international trade shows,

It was while exhibiting at
sh-:r\‘v in London carlier

produce buyer for the 25-
-lmm. chain of Booths
supermarkets ACross

l\lurh lol!wrdolls‘hl that
contact is already hearing
fruit. Just last month, the

e launched a specinl
promotion whereby it will be
ing a different heritage

variety each month for vight
manth: ﬂnmna.ullhih.-
early variety Sha
Express, grown for |I|p first
time this year on lighter land
at umrh) \hll’lﬂd u.‘hll h
became availabl
Anthony l‘m e 4 r rming
company with a neighbour

“guest’ potato,” says Lucy.
who is the human dynamo
that drives the marketing of
the potato business, which is
separate from the
combinable crop farming

Shopoers: and fukkestlis sob
more manageable for us.

“Booths has come up with
some great-looking in-store
promotional matorial using
thee strapline: ‘i
different one for dinner svery
manth’. The deal is a fantastic
boast for our business.”

From Booths' point of view,
it underlines its own
philosophy of taking a fresh
approach towards building
its reputation as a regional

out more about our different
native potatoes,” says Chris.
OF course, apart from
eoming to terms with the
agronomic complexithes of
more than a
‘challenging’ varicties,
cultivating relationships such
s this s just one aspect of a
learning curve that Anthomny
describes as not so much steep
as vertical!
“Packaging design
mdvert
distribut
installing compu
for processing d

been
thrown into all the things
that, like most farmers, we
hadd nml‘rthaul-lu'kw in our
Tive

p. cusl was available.
1l Ente Schem
t helped offeet some of
thz- marketing costs in II:

1 s
Anthony ~The seheme has
been good for us - it's
definitely helped to ‘pump
pri

our business - hut
\I\" v delivered on our side,
too, by providing more
n‘mplnym( nit locally.”
m business consultants
nmmn- invaluable
experience was also called
into play with thie brand ing
expreis
Anthony nlso praises what
carnt about potential off-
earnings at a three-week
'uh anced farm management
Cﬂlll’“‘.‘ nln by the Worshipful
Co ‘armars at Wye

intemnsive, but a real eye-
opener. | would recommend
anyone who has the chanoe to
attend one.” he says.
Commanding a higher price
for his prduce might make

1|\(| ko
aint out the downsides.
Seed is |l|un‘l'xpﬂhi\\'
start, though he h:
m‘urﬂl wnnqmm( ‘.umlv h\'
g or ina
mll-.r nm-dmrmmmn}

Yields are typleally 8-
L4t/ acre, compared to the
24t/nere he was able to
achibeve wllh mawe modern
variet

Then there is the expense of
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ABOVE: Harvesting Ratte
potatoes on an eight acre
patch at Millfield, Cernhill-

“Tweed,
Northumberiand.
ABOVE RIGHT: Grading
potatoes after harvesting.

ling directly into

FAR RIGHT: Bagging
potatoes after the grading
process,

BELOW: Local dmlulles to
farm shops,

centres, doll:alﬂ-.ens and
restaurants are made in
the Carrolls’ own vehicle.
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