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In this chapter, weôll cover: 

Å A short history of potatoes 

Å Growing & harvesting 

Å Packing 

Å The size and importance of the potato industry 

Å Potato nutrition myths, misconceptions and facts 

Chapter 1 - Product Knowledge 



5 

The cultivation of potatoes is believed to 

date back to 500 B.C. The hardiness of 

potatoes rendered them the ideal crop 

for the mountainous regions of Peru, 

where fluctuating temperatures, poor 

soil conditions, and thin air made it 

nearly impossible to harvest wheat or 

corn. 

 

Potatoes didnôt make their way into Europe 

until the early 1500s. Spanish 

conquistadors invaded South America 

in search of gold and silver and began 

carrying the potatoes back to their 

homeland aboard their ships.  The 

Spanish sailors appreciated the 

ñtartuffosò (as they were called) for the 

protection they offered from scurvy 

(later found to be due to their significant 

vitamin C content). 

History of the Potato 
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Potatoes continue to be valued for their durability and the 

fact that they are nutrient rich.  Potatoes have long 

held the prominent position of being Americaôs favorite 

vegetable, and in 2008, 79% of Americans consumed 

potatoes in-home 3.4 times in the average two-week 

period, according to National Eating Trends©, a 

service of the NPD Group. 

History of the Potato cont. 

In October 1995, the potato became 

the first vegetable to be grown in 

space.  That collaborative project 

between the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration (NASA) 

and the University of Wisconsin, 

Madison was conducted with the 

goal of feeding astronauts on long 

space voyages and, perhaps, 

eventually feeding future colonies 

in space. 
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Å Roots & tubers are the worldôs 3rd largest source of 

carbohydrates and 4th largest food crop 

- Potatoes represent nearly ½ of all root crops consumed 

Å Potatoes are grown in about 125 countries throughout 

the world and all 50 states of the U.S. 

- There are over 5,000 potato varieties grown worldwide 

Å Leading vegetable crop in the U.S. with a total 

production of 41.3B lbs. from 1M+ acres planted 

Å Potatoes are the most frequently consumed vegetable 

in America 

- Average American eats 126 lbs. a year, of which 41 lbs. 

are fresh ï more than any other food product besides milk 

- 77% of Americans consume potatoes at least once per 

week, far more often than rice or pasta (56% and 41% 

respectively) 

Potato Quick Facts 
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Show clip from Modern Marvels TV series (7 ¾ minutes) 

Modern Marvels:  The Potato 
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Growing & Harvesting 

Å Potatoes are grown from other 

potatoes (i.e. plant seed potatoes 

each season to raise new crop ) 

Å Planting generally starts in April 

Å Growing season is about 90 to 150 

days depending on variety and 

region 

Å Harvesting begins in mid-August 

Å Harvested potatoes are transported 

directly from the field to a packing 

shed or to storage 
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Growing & Harvesting 
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Å Potatoes are washed 

and graded by 

machine and by hand 

before packing 

Å Potatoes are sized, 

evaluated for defects 

and then packed to 

order 

Packing 
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Å Most ñeconomically significant cropò in the U.S., with 

over 1M acres planted 

Å Potatoes ï in all their forms ï are one of the largest-

selling products in the entire grocery store, accounting 

for 1.2% of total store dollar sales ($6.7B annually in 

U.S. food stores) 

Å Largest-selling vegetable category in pounds and #2 

in dollar sales (27.2% of total vegetable pounds sold 

in supermarkets and11.9% of total vegetable dollar 

sales) 

Å Average grocery store sells $2,500+ of fresh potatoes 

every week 

Å Transaction averages are more than twice the norm 

on grocery shopping trips when fresh potatoes are 

purchased ($104 vs. $48) 

 

 

The Importance of Potatoes 
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Market Basket Analysis - Supermarkets 
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Potato Myths & Misconceptions 

Potatoes are 

fattening 

Potatoes are nothing more 

than starch 


