
Potatoes    (solanum tuberosum) 

 
Potatoes are a staple crop, providing masses of carbohydrates. 
 
Types of potato are distinguished by their growing/harvesting schedule, and their storage capability: 
 
Earlies: 

- First early 
- Second early 

 
Lates: 

- Early maincrop 
- Maincrop 
- Late maincrop 

 
Earlies mostly have a waxy texture, while maincrops are floury. However there are exceptions such as 
pink fir apple, which is a waxy maincrop. 
 
Earlies should ideally be planted mid-March, while maincrops should be planted mid-April. But there’s 
room for flexibility, and for adaptation to the conditions of the year. 
 
They will be ready to harvest from mid-summer (earlies) and from September on (maincrops). 
 
Some potato varieties: 

- Desiree (red) 
- Cornish mids 
- Jersey royals (earliest) 
- Charlotte (2

nd
 early) 

- Edzell blue 
- Burgundy red 
- Santé 
- King Edward 
- Duke of York 

 
  Potatoes are tubers. A tuber is a storage organ which grows at the end of 
stems (secondary to the main stem) known as rhizomes. The end of the 
potato with the eyes is known as the rose, with the other end attached to 
the rhizome. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Potatoes should be bought as early as possible, e.g. early 
Jan. They should then be stored in a low-ish temperature 
place with light – they will undergo chitting, encouraging 
new growth from the eyes. Eggboxes can be used to house 
individual spuds... 
 
However chitting is only worthwhile doing with early 
varieties – it speeds up growth once the potatoes are in the 
ground, something that isn’t necessary with maincrops, as 
they should be left to grow fully, however long that takes. 
The aim with earlies is for fast growth and early picking. 
 
 
 
 



Planting potatoes 
 

1. Traditional method: dig a trench 15 cm deep and plant potatoes with the 
correct spacing (see handout). Insert a layer of organic matter in the bottom, 
then plant the potato rose end up, and fill in. 

 
 
 
 

 
2. Dig a narrower slot with a trowel, insert potato and fill in with O.M. 

 
3. No-dig method: nestle the potato on the surface and put a small 

mound f O.M. on top. Then as the potato plant grows, add more 
layers of O.M. on top – compost, leaves etc every 2 weeks or so in 
average conditions. 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Earthing up: plant the potato below ground; then when its leaves reach 
about 15cm above ground, start ‘earthing up’- gather earth from the area 
surrounding the plant and create a mound reaching to just below the 
leaves. 
Advantages of earthing up: 

- *Prevents potatoes themselves from getting too much light and ‘greening’* 
- Added support for the stem 
- More stems and more potatoes form 
- Less weeds – they are removed as you take the earth 
- Avoidance of frost 

 
5. Nestle the potato on the surface, add a thin layer of O.M. and cover with polythene (however 

some greening can still occur). 
 

6. Use containers e.g. old tyres. 3 potatoes per tyre. As they 
grow you can add more tyres on top of the first one...up to 3 
tyres deep. 

 
 
 
For all planting/growing methods, begin watering when they start to flower. This coincides with the 
onset of potato formation. From then on, water them weekly (average conditions). 
 
Harvesting 
Earlies should be harvested when the tops are still green – check a trial plant in June to see if the 
tubers are big enough. Maincrops should only be harvested after their tops have turned yellow and 
died down: you are waiting for the completion of all growth. 
 
After picking the potatoes from the ground and rubbing off the excess soil, dry them off immediately 
and leave in dry conditions for 2 hours...until the skin is dry. Then put them in a sack, and place this in 
a dark, dry, cool, pest-free place. Use the earlies first as they don’t store quite as well. 
 
 

SUMMARY 
1. The main categories of potato are earlies and lates/maincrops, reflecting planting and 

harvesting times. 
2. Waxy potatoes are usually earlies; floury potatoes are usually maincrops. 
3. Planting techniques include promoting root development; supply of nutrients; and a 

subsequent way of keeping tubers covered so they don’t go green. 
4. The worst pests and diseases of potatoes include blight, slugs and eelworm. 


