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the tender tool
The basic tools of gardening
over the centuries.
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like projects that give me a healthy perspective. Gardening takes its time: over
many months I get to participate in something from beginning to end, from seed to
harvest. But it is also a humbling activity, because no matter what I do, it remains largely
outside of my control. The garden needs me to tend to it,
but it has its own ways and whims and particularities.
I am peripheral, yet also vital. If I stop paying attention,
the garden suffers. In order to flourish it requires
my sustained attention—a steady, though leisurely,
attention and focus. The garden invites us to spend
time with it: watching, prodding, learning, anticipating.
Gardening takes its time,
and has its own sense
of time. Unlike the rest
of our hurried, distracted lives, garden-time is
not easily trackable or quantifiable. It moves through
seasons and weather: seed rising to sprout, opening to
bloom, swelling to fully ripe tomato.
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Time is heightened by a sense of continuity—remembering last year’s garden, preparing for next year’s.
There are the seeds we harvest and save for next year’s
garden, and that we give to family and friends, who return the favour—building both history and community. There are the gardens that came before us. My own
garden connects me to the impressively large vegetable
garden that my parents grow, and that I grew up with.
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Garden tools, as well, are
passed down and inherited—
like the spades and rakes that
belonged to my grandparents,
now leaning against the walls of
my parents’ garden shed, their grey,
worn wooden handles cracked by years and weather.
My favourite of these tools is a wheel hoe that, as far
as my parents know, likely came from my great-grandparents. It has handles like a bicycle and was painted
fire-engine red, with a long metal bar leading to its
working parts: a single wheel, followed by a mounted
digging fork and a looped blade, called a stirrup hoe—
shaped, as the name suggests, like a horse riding stirrup.
Most of our tools have been with us, in one form or
another, for centuries, even millenia. Rudimentary
shovels and trowels have been used since the Neolithic
and Bronze Ages. The wheel hoe, however, is a
byproduct of the Industrial Revolution, which gave us
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There’s also pruning, arguably the most difficult task—
in gardening and in our own lives. Old brush must be
removed, but harder still is removing what’s still alive.
Fruit trees, especially, thrive—or at least are much
more productive—when thinned out. Tough gardening shears, also called secateurs, can get at the smaller
branches and vines, while the more intimidating loppers are brought in for the larger jobs.

the contemporary forms of many of our modern tools.
It is a reworking of the seed drill—the much larger,
horse-drawn machine invented by Jethro Tull in 1701,
which revolutionized the planting of crops.
Tools like the wheel hoe are used in the earliest stage of
gardening: tilling, or cultivating the soil. The verb to till
comes from the same root as until—as in, till we meet
again. Before the word meant “to cultivate the land”
it meant striving after or aspiring to something. Appropriately, we begin with the end in mind: laying the
groundwork for the harvest that will be.

Finally, there’s harvesting. We reap what we sow, as the
saying goes, and it’s no surprise that reap has the same
roots in Old English as ripe.
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When we cultivate we prepare the soil for the seeds,
getting rid of weeds, loosenRAKE
ing up the topsoil, aerating it
and mixing in compost. Simpler tools for cultivation
include the hoe and the hand fork, or the rake—its row
of tines useful both for turning soil and smoothing it
down.
After tilling comes planting, which comes with
a host of tools. A hoe can dig and chop, but also
DIBBLE
dig a furrow or low trench in which to place
seeds. The spade, and the smaller hand trowel, are for digging holes for transplanting. Less
common is the dibble (or the dibber, or dibbler,
depending on your region or your fancy). The
dibble is the simplest of tools: a short, pointed wooden
stick for poking holes in which to place a seed or bulb.
Inevitably, alongside our garden plants will grow
weeds, which we tend to worry about far too much.
They are, after all, just native, wild plants. Still, given
that weeds compete for soil nutrients (and, if they grow
too high, sunlight), most of them eventually must go.
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Most of us harvest with little more than a pair of
hands—arguably the most important gardening tools
of all—and a basket or a bucket (or a wheelbarrow if
we’re showing off ). But traditional harvesting tools have included a range of sickles—short,
hooked blades, designed for cutting smaller bundles of plants
or bunches of fruit—as well as
the long-bladed, long-handled
SICKLE
scythe. Think of the scythe-carrying Grim Reaper, coming to
harvest souls, and the communist symbol of the hammer and sickle, representing a working-class alliance
between trade workers (the hammer) and farmers (the
sickle).
Sickles, hoes, spades, rakes… all of these are functional tools, economically designed, with little regard for
aesthetics. As with any tool, there is often a simple elegance to them: the minimalism of the garden hoe, the
swoop of a spade, the eagle-taloned secateur. But in the
minds of manufacturers, they are blunt tools, not worthy of embellishment or ornamentation.
WHEELBARROW
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The versatile hoe can come in handy here. But another
option is the daisy grubber—a long, two-pronged tool,
fork-tipped like a snake’s tongue, made for pulling out
weeds by their taproot. You can also reach for a weeding spud, with its short, flat blade for chopping at deep
roots.
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WATERING
CAN

Which brings me to the watering can, the one tool
for which this is an exception. For almost as long as
they’ve been around, watering cans have been objects
worthy of artistic attention. Early metal cans featured
decorative rings, and eventually embossed patterns
and images of flowers and birds. Others were painted.
Some were made especially for children, while others
were novelty items, as playful as they were useful. Today even the cheapest plastic ones make half-hearted
attempts at looking joyful, though you don’t have to
look far to find more exquisite objects: cursive spouts
and handles, bodies round like teapots or deep like
pitchers, ceramic or metal, with patina or untarnished
and sleek, modern, minimal, colourful, flamboyant.

The watering can emphasizes all that is beautiful
about our relationship to the plants we tend—
and thus it itself becomes beautiful.

TOMATO

What is it about the watering can that makes it so
inviting? Surely it has something to do with being the
tool most connected to all that draws us to gardening:
the desire to nurture, to slow down and provide the
essentials, to help something flourish. Unlike
other tools of the garden, which dig
and slice and chop, the watering
can refreshes and enlivens.
As the gardener Louis
Liger D’Auxerre wrote
of the watering
can in 1706, in his
Compleat Florist,
“it imitates the
rain falling from
the heavens.”
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A WHIMSICAL
WATERING
CONCEPT

To nurture something is, etymologically
speaking, to nourish, which seems appropriate when speaking of a vegetable garden: I
nourish it, so that it may nourish me. And to tend
something comes from attend, “to expect, wait for,
pay attention,” from the Latin meaning which literally
translates “to stretch toward.”
I like this idea of physically stretching toward the needs
of my garden—perhaps with a watering can in hand—in
order to care for it. The word tend also
reminds me of tender, which is how I try
to be while tending my garden, whether
digging with a spade, tipping a watering
can or plucking a bright red cherry tomato, slipping it into my mouth, biting down
and savouring.

THUMB POT

The Watering Can
Before the watering can there was the
watering pot, originally used to sprinkle
water over floors to keep down dust, until
it began to be used for watering plants as
well, around the 16th century.
The watering pot (also known as a thumb
pot) was made of clay, and was small,
stout and bell-shaped, with a perforated
bottom and a thumb-sized hole at the
top. The watering pot would fill from the
bottom when immersed in water, and a
thumb placed over the hole at the top
would create enough pressure to hold the
water inside. Lifting your thumb would
break the seal, allowing the water to run
out.

WATERING
PLANTS IN 1616
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Larger clay pots with a short spout began
to be used in the 17th century, and the
name “watering can” first showed up in
1692, describing what was by then a large
canister with a longer spout, a handle
and a large opening at the top for adding
water. Their shape evolved, as did the
materials used: first copper and then iron,
brass and zinc.

METAL
WATERING
CAN

At the end of a watering can spout is a
cap perforated with small holes, designed
to break the flow of water into a gentler
shower so as not to overwhelm a dry plant.
This cap is called, poetically, a “rose,” or
“rosette”—though the name comes not
from the flower, but from the French word
arroseur, meaning sprinkler.

These cans featured a single handle
arching from the front of the can to the
back—a wonderfully simple design which
nevertheless made them difficult to
maneouver.
After returning to England in 1885, amid
a boom in ornamental gardening, Haws
designed a watering can with two handles:
one for carrying, and one for tipping. He
also placed the spout at the bottom of the
canister. Gardeners were so enthusiastic
about his new design that in 1913 the
Royal Horticultural Society awarded him
a prestigious medal—though he died
before he could receive it. The company he
founded still sells his watering cans today,
and they remain deluxe items.

The modern design comes from John
Haws, a British civil servant stationed
in Mauritius in the 1880s. Haws used
the then-popular French-style watering
cans while attempting to grow vanilla
plants, but found them awkward to use.
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