Best Tools for
BIG GARDENS

Learn the pros and cons of the garden tools you need to successfully—and

affordably—manage a large-scale food garden.

By Joel Dufour
lustrations by Keith Ward

start gardening in earnest. 'm talking serious food produc-

tion here: growing a significant portion of your own food,
and possibly even selling surplus produce at the local farmers
market. After your garden grows to a certain size, however, your
generic hardware-store tools will become woefully inadequate.
These tools will wear out too quickly and they’re poorly de-
signed, so theyll wear you out quickly, too. For big gardens,
you need serious tools!

Imagine you finally have some land and you're going to

Mechanized Equipment

While smaller gardens— 5,000 square feet or less— can be
managed by hand tools alone, larger gardens usually require
some level of mechanical aid. The typical North American
“Lawn and Garden Equipment” market offers a plethora of
single-purpose machines, such as garden tillers, walk-behind
or riding mowers, chipper-shredders and so on. This equip-
ment works, but there are two major drawbacks. First, each
machine has its own engine, which increases costs and main-
tenance issues. Second, in my experience, most “consumer-
grade” equipment offered at big-box stores is designed with
just enough durability to outlast the warranty period before
it needs major service or is completely worn out. You'll do
better if you spend a little more money for “professional-
grade” models.

Another option is to go for broke and jump into a four-
wheel tractor with a power take-off (PTO) and a host
of implements. This option overcomes the
problem of needing a different small engine
for each task, and, if you purchase reputable
brand equipment, durability won't be an issue
because any tractor with a PTO is usually built
well enough for agricultural service. The down-
sides of a four-wheel tractor are greater upfront
costs, less maneuverability, and even lack of exer-
cise for the user. These downsides could be justified
if you have enough land to cultivate.
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My own homestead is a good example of this quandary. In
addition to managing a quarter-acre organic garden, we mow
an acre of lawn and 5 acres of brush, maintain a quarter-mile
gravel driveway, chip and shred as needed, and haul stuff (fire-
wood, compost, rocks—you name it) around the property.
The work on my land could easily justify either of the two
equipment scenarios previously mentioned. I don’t feel I have
enough acreage to condone the cost of a four-wheel tractor,
nor am I willing to sacrifice maneuverability or exercise. I
also tired many years ago of repairing and replacing poorly
made, single-purpose machines that were
built to be “consumable.” What other op- \i
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tions do I—and others in a similar
situation — have? ﬁP
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Walk-Behind Tractors:
The Best of Both Worlds

Unlike North America, many European countries have the
tools to support large-scale gardening. These countries have a
class of large-garden tools that effectively fills the void between
four-wheel tractors and single-purpose machines: walk-behind
agricultural equipment.

The idea of walk-behind farm equipment is not new to North
America; it has just been largely forgotten. From the 1920s to the
1960s, scores of walk-behind tractors (also called “walking trac-
tors,” “two-wheel tractors” and “hand tractors”) were produced
in the United States. These machines comprised an engine, two
wheels, transmission and handlebars,
plus a variety of attached
implements for garden or
small-farm tasks.
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While this equipment concept has dwindled in North
America, Europeans have recognized that walk-behind agricul-
tural equipment has the durability and versatility of a tractor, but
in a walk-behind configuration that takes less space to maneuver
and less money to purchase. European countries have continued
to improve their walk-behind tractors (and accompanying at-
tachments) over the past 70 years. One brilliant breakthrough
was the design of a reversible handlebar system, so the implement
mounting can change from the rear of the tractor to the front.
Italy currently produces more walk-behind tractors than any
other European country (16 brands) and available attachments
include tillers, plows, a variety of mowers, chipper-shredders,
snow-removal equipment, log splitters, cultivators, transport

wagons, hay rakes, hay balers, seeders, pow-
er harrows and spaders. The list goes
on, with more than 40 implement

types available.

o Walk-behind tractors are one of the

s most versatile garden tools for large
plots. A huge variety of available
attachments can help you accomplish
nearly any farm or garden task
imaginable, from cutting cover crops
to tilling soil to baling hay.
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Asian countries have developed walk-behind farming equip-
ment as well, but it tends to be less versatile than the European
equipment and there are fewer implements available. Also, the
Asian brands don’t currently have any stocking importers estab-
lished in North America, so even though a Chinese walk-behind
tractor might cost less, spare parts and after-the-sale support do
not currently exist in this country. Buyer beware!

What'’s the Cost?
While walk-behind machines are roughly the

same size as typical lawn and garden equipment,
the difference in construction and durability
is clear. Walk-behind tractors have com-
mercial gas or diesel engines and all-gear

powertrains. They can easily last as
long as any full-sized agricultural
tractor, meaning well into the
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An old-time tool,
the wheel hoe can
significantly reduce
weeding chores.

next generation of gardeners. A walk-behind tractor with attach-
ments for general lawn and garden tasks will run in the range
of $4,000 to $7,000. This is a far cry from what youd pay for
the four-wheel equivalent, and not much more than you would
spend on several single-purpose machines — actually less, when
you take into account the longer life expectancy of a quality
walk-behind model.
2 At a certain point, you may be
g working more acreage than is prac-
tical for a walk-behind tractor, and
a four-wheel farm tractor will become
necessary. My family experimented with this limit on
the farm I grew up on, and I'd say that if your garden is
larger than 3 acres, it’s time to look into buying four wheels.

The Modern Wheel Hoe

A dlassic tool that straddles the gap between
walk-behind, motorized tractors and hand tools
is the wheel hoe. This human-powered, wheeled
cultivator has made a reappearance in recent years.
It's more versatile than ever because of an increased

number of accessories now available (cultivators,

sweeps, stirrup hoes, hilling plows and even a

s good seeder). Hoss Tools is the leading U.S.

manufacturer; go to www.HossTools.com for
more information.

KASCO

RADIANT HEATING...

SHOULD BE SIMPLE, LOW COST AND VERY
ENERGY EFFICIENT.

WITH RADIANTEC IT IS!

RADIANTEC SYSTEMS ARE:
The most energy efficient on the market
Less expensive than other systems
Not over-complicated
Easy to install yourself or by a contractor

RADIANTEC... BECAUSE
SIMPLICITY COSTS LESS.

CALL FOR OUR FREE BROCHURES & MANUALS.
FREE DESIGN ASSISTANCE ON ALL PROJECTS!

For radiant heating: www.radiantec.com
For solar heating: www.radiantsolar.com

‘@aRad:anté“i‘

THE LEADER IN LOW COST ENERGY
EFFICIENT HEATING SYSTEMS

Installs easily between your
joists or in concrete.

INCORPORATED

©2011 Radiantec, Inc.

PO Box 1111, Lyndonville, VT 05851 e

Circle #33; see card pg 97
84 MOTHER EARTH NEWS June.July 2014

P: 800-451-7593 e F: 802-626-8045



Hand Tools

Some may ask, “If I have excellent mechanized equipment,
do I still need to fool with hand-held gardening tools?” As an
organic gardener for more than 35 years, my answer is a resound-
ing, “Yes.” I apply a lot of mulch in my garden to cut down on
weeds, but still find plenty to do with hand tools. In fact, culd-
vating and weeding with hand tools are
my favorite parts of gardening, except
for eating the food. The work is quiet
and reflective. To make it an enjoyable

The swan-neck
weeding hoe is
designed to be

experience, however, you have to find
top-notch hand tools. If the hoe you're
wielding strains your back, if the gar-
den fork keeps bending or the spade won't stay sharp, then
frustration can easily overtake pleasure. Unfortunately,
most of the tools that are typically available in big-box
stores (and even, for the most part, smaller hardware
stores) are poorly made, mass-produced consum-
ables that don't even glance in the direction of
ergonomics. Once again, we have to look at
alternative sources.

In this genre as well, the
Europeans really dominate
the market. A gardening i
culture and an old-world
durability mindset have

used like a broom.
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paired to produce some of the best hand tools available.
Because European tools are made to last longer, producers
usually put more thought into the ergonomics
of tool design. If a hoe that will last 50 years
is poorly designed, who would work with
it? The only weeding hoes I've found with
long enough handles to suit my tall height
come from Holland, and the ergonomics

of German chopping hoes (also called “eye
hoes” or “grubbing hoes”) are the best
I've discovered.

Durable Steel:
Solid Designs
Steel tools are stronger and they stay
sharp much longer than tools made from
other materials. Steel isn’t just steel, of
course, and Europeans have known this for
the many generations they've been pro-
ducing quality garden tools. Steel can be
stamped, rolled, cast, forged or hardened,
all with different durability results.
The best garden tools are made
of forged steel because it’s denser
and more resilient. Forging is an
expensive process (some European
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manufacturers forge by hand), but the result is impressive.

I haven’t found any North American manufacturers that
are doing anything directly comparable with the forged tools
from abroad, although some good manufacturers in the United
States produce broadforks, ergonomic shovels, pruners/lop-
pers, swan-neck hoes, and hoes made from recycled disk blades
(called Rogue Hoes), which aren’t quite as durable as forged,
but are less expensive. I have also found fine tools in some
Asian countries (Japan and Korea). Okatsune pruners, shears
and loppers are top notch, and Hida Tool in California carries

Shovels
www.GreenHeronTools.com
www.SpearHeadSpade.com

Broadforks
www.GullandForge.com
www. MeadowCreature.com

www. ValleyOakTool.com .
Stainless-steel trowels

Pruners/loppers www. WilcoxAllPro.com
www. Barnel.com

i Walk-behind tractors
www. HidaTool.com

www. BCSAmerica.com
Rogue hoes www. EarthTools.com

www. RogueHoe.com
o Wheel hoes and seeders
European hoes www. HossTools.com

www. EarthTools.com

excellent Japanese tools. To locate these companies online, see
“Garden Tool Sources.”

Where to Look

The good news is that you don't have to take a trip to Europe to
acquire this kind of equipment or tools. Several brands of Italian
walk-behind tractors have been imported over the last 40 years,
and while they are certainly not available in mainstream stores,
certain dealers will have them in stock. At least two brands—BCS
and Grillo—currently have U.S.-based importers that stock a full
supply of parts and offer customer support.

While you probably won't find the best wheel hoes or hand
tools at your local hardware store, you can acquire them online.
Top-notch, durable tools cost more, but in my experience, the
investment is well worth it. Whether buying hand tools or
motorized equipment, by investing in superior garden tools,
you'll get more done, you'll feel better doing it—and you'll
have more fun! *#

Joel Dufour has owned his garden-equipment business,
Earth Tools (www.EarthTools.com), since 1993. He lives near
Frankfort, Ky., with his wife and two daughters in an off-grid,
900-square-foot home they built by hand.
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