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Fifty years for
The Potato

Chris Benfield

FIFTY years ago, Michael
Higgins became The Potato
Man. And you could call him
that now.

But then it meant he drove
avan and dropped a bag of
potatoes on your doorstep
and now it means he is
chairman of the one of the
biggest dealerships in the
business, with 100 staff and
hundreds of suppliers con-
tributing to a turnover of
350,000 tonnes of potatoes
and £40m a year.

Mr Higgins will celebrate
the 50th anniversary of the
business which grew into
The Higgins Group on Octo-
ber 1, just before his 77th
birthday.

Son of a Denaby Main
miner, he left school at 14
and started work and
accountancy studies as an
office boy at Coal Board
headquarters in Conis-
brough. Later, after National
Service and a spell in the
Sheffield police, he got a job
as a Doncaster-based buyer
for a big London-based veg-

etable dealer and in 1959 he
read an article in a trade
magazine about a man who
was delivering bags of pota-
toes to doorsteps in London.

“I thought it was a brilliant
idea, which could work any-
where,” says Mr Higgins. And
it worked for him, driving an
A40 van around Doncaster,
in the days when potatoes
were part of almost every
British dinner and house-
wives took their shopping
home in bags rather than
cars.

The problem was catching
the customers to get his
money. He quickly found a
more reliable customer in
the crisps business, which
was just starting to grow. He
got technical information
from Ohio, where crisps were
invented, and organised
farmers to grow the best
varieties for processing —
principally Record, at the
time, It was the beginning of
growing to buyers’ contracts,
as opposed to buying from
what was available.

Now, 50 per cent of pota-
toes are processed for crisps

or chips or other variations .
which need no peeling and
the list of most-grown vari-
eties has changed almost
completely.

Mr Higgins rode with the
tide and his empire now
includes a seed production
business in Aberdeenshire, a
French arm called Pommies
and 2,000 acres of farmland
around the airportin the
Finningley area, where he
has lived since 1962 and
where the company has its
hq and main warehouse.

His son, Kevin, 51, runs the
farm and is agricultural
director of the company. The
other son, David, 53, is man-
aging director. Their sister,
Karen, worked with them
until she married.

October is the month for
making contracts for next
year’s crop. See higgins.co.uk
or call 01302 770591.

David Higgins says: “Itis a
risky business, with dramatic
year on year supply and
demand swings. But the
rewards are there if you do it
properly.”
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