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Horticultural aide-mémoire
Plant strawberries
The strawberry has the wit and grace to propagate 
itself, so we should take up its offer. It reproduces  
by runners, at the end of each of which is a little plant, 
complete in itself and a clone of its parent. Cut a few off and 
pot them up into 3in pots of suitable compost, then line them 
out in the cold frame to grow to robust youth ready for planting 
in the autumn. Alternatively, pin down well-placed young plants 
still attached to their mothers using wire staples. Allow to grow 
on and then you can sever the umbilical cord. SCD

ANYONE venturing into 
my office might presume 
that my desk is a disor-

ganised mess. However, like most 
people with a cluttered desk,  
I know exactly where to find every 
last magazine, letter, invoice and 
newspaper cutting. It is the same 
with the garden tool shed: I know 
where every tool is, even the hand 
trowel that has, in fact, been left 
in the garden. I can put my hand 
immediately on a hose connector, 
ball of string or wire stretcher 
that lives in a crate, jumbled with 
dozens of other odds and sods 
that will be needed at some point 
during the season. To call the 
place a tool shed is a misnomer: 
it is the broken chair, old bicycle, 
log basket and bric-a-brac shed, 
with a bit of space for garden tools.

In stark contrast to my disorder 
is the tool store of a friend, where 
the whitewashed stone walls are 
hung with rows of spades, forks, 
hoes and every imaginable gar-
den tool. She has pull hoes, push 
hoes, diamond hoes, half-moon 
hoes; dozens of types of spades; 
garden forks of all sizes, includ-
ing one with a pedal, and tools 
whose use I can only guess at. 
Behind every tool is painted  
a black silhouette, so, when a tool 
is taken down, her gardeners know 
exactly where it belongs. The 
space is beautiful, awe-inspiring, 
with the almost-reverent atmos-
phere of an art gallery. But this 
is not merely a collection of 
beautiful artefacts; these tools 
are in constant use. The difference 
between my friend and I is not 

only her tidiness, but her range. 
My collection of hand tools is 
barely a dozen and only two or 
three are in regular employment.

Most of my vegetable garden-
ing I learned from my neighbour 
in France. In her small potager 
(barely 300 square yards, about 
the size of a British allotment), 
Mme Boyer produced all the fruit 
and vegetables and even some 
cut flowers that she and her son 
needed. She did all this using 
one fork, a couple of mattocks 
and a sharp knife. She continued 
gardening until the age of 99 
and, when she died, I inherited her 
tools, which I have been using 
for the past 25 or so years.

It is the mattocks that I use 
most often. They are single-
headed tools, lighter than a British 
mattock and without the steel 

pick that is often part of the tool. 
The largest of the pair has a flat 
blade about 5in wide and set at 
a 35˚ angle from the handle. Drag- 
ging it along the soil cuts through 
annual weeds; more heft and it 
will dig out perennial ones, par-
ticularly where ground is being 
cleared. The side of the blade is 
useful for trenching up soil around 
potatoes, whereas the back of the 
tool smooths the soil for seed 
beds and the corner of the blade 
is used for making drills. 

I also use it to create holes for 
perennials and bedding plants 
and for planting tulips. The 
smaller mattock is only 3in wide 
and shaped like a flat-topped 
ace of spades. It does all the jobs 
of the larger one, but its size 
means that I can get in among 
perennials and shrubs.

The only other large tool I use 
regularly is a fork. Mme Boyer’s 
was typical of European ones, with 
flat tines and straight handles.  
I prefer British ones, with rounded 

tines and a T-shaped handle. Mine 
is a narrow type that used to be 
called a ‘ladies’ fork’, but which 
now goes under the more accept-
able name of border fork. 

My collection of hand tools 
also includes a rake that rarely 
comes out of the shed and a spade 
that is barely used. More useful 
is the hand trowel. Mine is the 
long, narrow kind, formerly known 
as a fern trowel, which means  
I can get under dandelion roots 
or plant small bulbs deep into the 
soil. Secateurs are also essen-
tial, but I have no need of those 
swanky leather holsters that pro- 
fessional gardeners use.

It is disheartening to see young 
people at the start of their gar-
dening journey being bombarded 
with advertising and advice about 
the amount of equipment they 
need. To begin gardening, and 
even to continue to garden, all 
that is needed are a few carefully 
chosen tools. If the few imple-
ments Mme Boyer left me were 
sufficient for a lifetime of pro-
ductive gardening, then they will 
do me just fine.

John Hoyland is gardens adviser 
at Glyndebourne, East Sussex
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The right tools for the job
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Quality over quantity: only a select number of essential tools is needed for productive gardening
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