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Produce pioneers:
E Oldroyd & Sons
Yorkshire�s famous forced rhubarb
industry would no longer exist were it
not for the pioneering spirit of E Oldroyd
& Sons and its Rhubarb King
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children and a densely packed forcing
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Until one day, when Ken clearly was
deemed old enough to behave
appropriately, John took his grandson’s
hand and led him into that hallowed place.
“My father just couldn’t believe what he
saw,” says Janet. “He said the beauty of it
took his breath away. And he knew, in that
instant, growing rhubarb was what he
wanted to do.”
To say Ken devoted his life to rhubarb
production is no exaggeration. Yet,
according to his daughter, he very much
got the rough end of the deal.

was quite a determined person and paid
whatever it took to rescue a farm he
believed in. I’m so glad he lived long
enough to see that he was right – that his
efforts were worth it, and that people did
return to rhubarb.”

company from his father in 1949, the
Yorkshire Triangle’s rhubarb empire
started to crumble. Having devoured it for
over a century – with particular gusto
during rationing in the 1940s – the postWorld War II generation, it turned out,
could no longer stomach the stuff.
Demand plummeted, and by the early
1960s, Yorkshire farmers were abandoning
production in their droves.
Not Ken. Quite the opposite. He set about
trying to save the industry he believed in
so passionately: first through persuasion,
then by taking matters into his own

stay in the family,” says Janet. “James’ sons
are obsessed with farming – but they are
only four and five years old, while
Lindsay’s son is currently obsessed with
football!

Ken’s endeavours to save the Yorkshire
industry earned him the title locally of
‘Rhubarb King’. He became a rhubarb
advisor at Stockbridge House
Horticultural Research Station and was
awarded the Northern Horticultural
Societies’ highest accolade, The Harlow
Carr Medal in 1995 for services to rhubarb.

Soon after he took over the reins of the

“Everyone hopes that their company will

“My father always used to say: ‘Look after
your [rhubarb] roots and your roots will
look after you’. That philosophy has
stayed with our company,” says Janet, who
left her job as medical scientific officer at
St James Hospital in Leeds to join the
family firm in 1979. She immediately made
her mark, famously taking a scalpel to a
miniature rhubarb root, thus pioneering
an entirely new method of encouraging
rapid propagation on her very first day.
“When I joined, women weren’t involved in

“We were never told by my father this is
something you should do,” Janet adds. “We
were just drawn to it. It’s something in the
blood.
“My father left a great legacy – a rhubarb
industry that survived thanks to his
determination and dedication, and a
company he worked so hard to build that
produces yearly around 1,000 tonnes of
rhubarb for the UK market and is
currently involved in a large expansion
programme,” the High Priestess of
Rhubarb concludes. “I certainly hope
Oldroyd & Sons continues into the future
for many generations to come.” Amen to
that.
If you would like your company to
feature as our next Produce Pioneer,
contact editorial@fpj.co.uk.

farming. It wasn’t envisaged at all,” she
recalls. “But my father was always one to
look at new developments and take them
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members that they must hold on; that
people would return to rhubarb,” says
Janet. “Then he decided he needed to do
more. He set about earmarking the
abandoned rhubarb farms that he wanted
to save, went to auctions and bought

Janet’s two sons, Lindsay Richard Hulme

fresh produce business. Subscribe now to
Fresh Produce Journal.

and James Neil Hulme – the fifth
generation of Oldroyds, are today integral
to the running of the company, which in
peak season employs

them up, one by one.
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