Spudman’s rise divides Tamworth as market stall tension grows
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The ongoing saga of Ben Newman, popularly known as 'Spudman', in Tamworth reflects not just the local controversies surrounding a market trader but also highlights broader issues related to community dynamics, local business interests, and the impact of social media fame. After a turbulent period during which Spudman faced the threat of relocation by Tamworth Borough Council due to redevelopment, he emerged triumphant, but not without significant backlash from fellow traders and local residents.
Spudman, a viral sensation with over 4.2 million TikTok followers, sells jacket potatoes from his trailer, boasting a diverse menu priced around £5. His popularity soared during the pandemic, propelling him into the spotlight and turning his humble food venture into a local phenomenon. Following announcements of planned redevelopment at St Editha's Square, Spudman was initially informed he would need to move to a side street, sparking a significant outcry from his dedicated fanbase. A petition, rapidly garnering over 113,000 signatures, ultimately compelled the council to reverse its decision, allowing him to retain his prime spot after renovations.
Despite this victory, Spudman's success has become a double-edged sword. Local café owners have expressed complaints about his customers, claiming they occupy their facilities without permission. Coleen Mills, who runs the Side Walk Café, lamented that Spudman's patrons often use her café's toilets and tables, leading to tensions that she finds increasingly untenable. Mills accused Spudman of displaying a sense of entitlement, saying he has "become very arrogant" and seems to presume ownership over the market area. 
Critics have accused him of running a poorly-maintained operation—depicted disparagingly as a 'manky old spud wagon'. Complaints have been made about hygiene practices and customer behaviour, with some locals asserting that Spudman's influence has exacerbated issues rather than alleviating them. Sue Vaughan, who owns the Market Café, voiced her frustrations over incidents involving Spudman's customers using her facilities, leading her to padlock them as a preventive measure.
In response, Spudman has countered such criticism by emphasising the challenges of his position. He argued that it is beyond his control where customers choose to eat their purchases, suggesting that local café owners’ anger stems from jealousy rather than legitimate grievances. In his view, Spudman is providing a boost to the local economy, even if it disrupts established trading patterns. 
Moreover, Spudman's persona has been marred by allegations surrounding his business operations. Questions have been raised regarding hygiene and waste disposal, with an anonymous source claiming he was seen improperly discarding waste and even pouring cooking oil down a drain. Spudman has staunchly denied these allegations, asserting that he observes all necessary regulations, including waste management and employee background checks.
This conflict is emblematic of the struggles faced by traditional businesses adapting to new market competitors. While Spudman's stall draws health-conscious visitors and food enthusiasts, it also raises questions about the responsibilities of fast-growing enterprises to local communities. According to local resident Monique Dennis, Spudman’s meteoric rise has led to a reckoning in Tamworth, prompting some to view him as a divisive figure within the community.
Despite these polarised views, there are many who sing Spudman's praises. Supporters highlight his contributions to local charities and community events, suggesting that his influence has revitalised aspects of Tamworth that had been declining. His enduring popularity indicates a nuanced perspective—many embrace his character, viewing him as a sign of the town's resilience amidst changing circumstances.
As the redevelopment of St Editha’s Square nears completion, all eyes will turn again to Spudman. With plans for a 'mega wagon’ underway, he aims to solidify his presence and business model amid ongoing tensions. It remains unclear whether the community can reconcile its differing opinions on Spudman's operation, but the underlying narrative reflects a broader discourse on success, competition, and community sentiment that resonates beyond Tamworth.
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