Isaac Hoover invented the potato digger in 1885.

Before that a farmer could only dig as many potatoes as he could unearth and pick up with his own hands.
Isaac was a prosperous Ohio potato farmer.

He designed, built and patented his potato digger in 1885.

The ground driven digger was pulled by a team of horses.

With it he could harvest as many potatoes per day as six to nine men.

Isaac’s neighbors saw how well the digger worked and bought 10 diggers from him in 1886.

He then formed the Hoover Manufacturing Company to produce the diggers in volume.

His invention became extremely popular.

Hoover developed and produced many other pieces of potato machinery including a potato planter.

By 1914 the manufacturing plant employed 100 people and covered 4 acres.

Through the early 1900s the John Deere Company was the exclusive distributor for Hoover potato machines.
In 1926, John Deere bought Hoover.

Hoover machines and technology became the nucleus for the John Deere potato equipment that dominates
the potato machinery business today.

I like old ways and old machines.

| have accumulated many horse drawn machines over the decades.
These three potato machines are particularly unique.

This may be the only three-machine potato set in existence.

The ancient machines are worn but still functional.

| finally got around to fixing them up and painting them.

The Hoover Potato Digger.

The first photo is essentially an embodiment of Hoover’s 1885 patent.

The machine requires at least two horses to pull it.

The operator sat on the green seat, while simultaneously driving the horses and adjusting the machine.
The large cleats on the wheels drive the conveyor and sorting mechanism.

The operator moved the long lever to set the front blade of the digger at the correct depth.

The potatoes and the soil that the potato plants were in were scooped onto the conveyer chain.

The conveyer raised the potatoes and the dirt.

The slots allowed the dirt to fall through.




The machine used special cog wheels to shake the conveyer thus enhancing the dirt removal.
The potatoes were dropped off the back of the machine onto the ground.

Typically, farm kids would pick up the potatoes and fill bushel baskets.

Then another crew would put the baskets onto a wagon for transport to the storage building.
Washing and sorting by size was done in the storage building.

| bought this digger decades ago at a farm auction near Zimmerman.

It rested under my trees for a long time.

The Hoover-John Deere Potato Planter.

The second photo is of a horse drawn potato planter.

This planter was invented around the year 1900.

Seed potatoes are a section of potato with an “eye”.

One potato can be cut into four to eight seeds.

The pre-cut potato chunks were placed into the grey hopper of the machine.

The machine took the cut potatoes through several ingenious bins, knives, rotators, discs, and planted the
seed potatoes in the soil.

The yellow discs on the rear of the planter covered the potato seeds at the correct depth.

This machine is also ground driven.

The wheels do not have cleats because much less force is required to drive the planter than the digger.
| bought this planter at the same time as the digger.




The Potato Sacker.

The third photo is of a potato sacker.

The sacker was a later invention that connected directly to the axle of the digger.

It took the potatoes from the digger and enabled farmers to put the potatoes directly into sacks.

The sacks of potatoes were set off the rear of the sacker onto the ground.

Then a crew would pick up the sacks of potatoes instead of baskets.

A sack of potatoes weighs about 100 pounds.

This sacker was developed in 1923.

Although sackers saved labor, they were not very popular.

That was probably because they required men to take the place of farm youths thus providing a real
advantage only to large volume farmers.

Additionally, fully integrated potato harvesting machines, drawn by tractors, came along in the 1940s.
| bought this potato sacker in 2017 from Loren Magnison of North Branch.

Loren told me it was last used in 1955 just before he left for the service.

The sacker was pulled by a F14 Farmall driven by his father.

There is a small wooden platform on each side of the sacker, just ahead of the wheels.

Loren and his mother stood on the small side boards to pull potato vines and lumps of dirt from the chain
conveyor.
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Loren’s older brother stood on the large rear platform to sack the potatoes.

There is a metal shelf on the left side to store empty sacks.

The rear of the machine has a flip board to direct the potatoes to one side while the sack from the opposite
side was tied, off-loaded and replaced.

Loren said his brother had the hardest job and worked at a frantic pace to keep up.



The sacker used the same design techniques as the Hoover digger and was intended to work directly with the
Hoover.

It was not patented or made by Hoover-John Deere, however.

It was patented by Peter Dahlman of Grandy Minnesota in 1923.

The Dahlman Company was in business in Grandy (north of Cambridge) at least until the 1950s.

Photos on the Internet indicate that the Hoover machines were yellow orange with black trim.

| chose to use school-bus yellow which is quite close to the original color.

| opted for John Deere green for trim, however.

There are many digger and planter images on the internet, but only one sacker image and that is an Oliver.

Promotion in Popular Mechanics.

The fourth and last photo is from the September 1928 issue of Popular Mechanics.
It is obviously a promotional article about the sacker.

Notice the entire operation required a least three men and four horses.
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Tom Barthel, Snake River Farm, Minnesota



