Cultivators/Rotavators and Tillers                            24 April 2018

Generally - the names Cultivators/Rotavators are interchangeable
Using a cultivator is not easy gardening, but it does enable you to prepare a larger area of ground ready for sowing in a shorter time (which could be critical in changeable weather), but with more strenuous physical effort than by manually digging and/or forking over.

Before you start rotavating you need to clear the ground first of all weed, old crops, and debris. If the ground is seriously weeded with grass and deep rooted weeds then you need to dig/fork these out, or kill these off with a Glyphosate based weedkiller several weeks before you attempt to rotavate.  
It is necessary to kill the roots off and Glyphosate does this and will not poison the soil.

Rotovators do not work well with weeds, wire, string, netting, etc., wrapped around the tines 
Removing the debris from the tines is awkward, difficult, time consuming and sometimes dangerous giving you cuts and bruises.
If you rotavate and do not clear the ground of weed first then you will only chop up perennial weeds, spreading them further and creating a bigger problem for yourself in the future.

What do you want the rotavator to do for you ?
Preparing the ground at the start of the season prior to planting out and/or preparing an area of ground prior to sowing seeds are likely to be your reasons.
For seed sowing you need a finer tilth and this may require several passes with a few days interval or the use of two different types of machine. When planting out potato sets it definitely pays to get a good depth of soil with a fine tilth.
The condition of the ground at the start is critical to the technique you chose.
If the ground has not been worked for some time it is likely to be quite solid.
The recent weather and therefore the moisture content also have an influence.
If the ground is too hard the tines will not cut into the soil and the cultivator will bounce over it.
If this the case, take a fork and insert deeply into the soil at 4-6 inch intervals working the fork backwards and forwards but not lifting the soil. However, if you do this then you will need to cultivate this area before the worked ground dries out further, otherwise you will have large, hard lumps of soil to deal with.

Types of rotavator
There are two basic types that are applicable to allotment gardening on our size of plots.
The standard type rotavator/cultivator tends to be the larger, heavier and more powerful, but it is not easy to transport by car. It has the blades or tines at the back (nearest to you) and a skid that partially digs into the soil to stop the machine running away from you. You have to control the rate of progress by raising or pushing down on the skid, as well as adjusting the speed of rotation of the tines. This is very tiring on the upper body. Manoeuvring the rotavator around obstacles - existing plants, poles, etc - and at the ends of rows without damaging paths, or demolishing your prize plants, can be extremely strenuous can lead to strained muscles. Some more expensive, powered wheel models have a reverse gear which makes manoeuvring easier.  
You will find it easier to make several passes over the ground going a little deeper each time bearing in mind the comments made earlier about soil moisture content.
When working on sloping ground travel downhill so that the tines throw the soil uphill.
The usual power units are 3.5 to 5.0 hp slow running petrol four stroke engines.  
Briggs and Stratton, or Honda are considered to be the best engines.
Expect to pay £400 upwards to above £1000 for a new machine, but be wary of cheaper Chinese copies. Try to use the type of machine you intend to purchase before you buy. Secondhand Merry Tillers, or Mountfields can still be found and are excellent machines, if in good working condition and spares are still available by searching the internet.

Tiller types, of which the Mantis is probably the best known make, are smaller, much lighter, have tines that are relatively flat serrated discs, but are cheaper to buy. They can be obtained from English companies, but are almost certainly made in China. They are available from £150 upwards and can be as much as £400/500 for the latest Mantra 4 stroke engine version. Originals had two stroke engines using petrol/oil mixtures. Tillers rev at quite high speeds and are best for giving a nice fine tilth to the immediate areas for sowing seeds, or maybe potatoes.
The disadvantages are that they do not dig as deeply as rotavators, nor cover as large an area in the same time. However they do produce a finer tilth, are much easier to manoeuvre around plants and other obstacles and are light and compact enough to be transported by car.
The ideal would be to have access to both types. Why not make some mutually satisfactory arrangement with your neighbouring allotmenteers ?
Maintenance  All machines require maintenance.  
Cleaning and checks after each use plus an annual service is best. 
Try not to leave unused fuel in the tank over winter. It can lead to deposits and the stale fuel causing starting problems next season.
With careful usage, storage and maintenance all these machines can have a life of many years.   If you store your machine on the allotment make sure that it is in a dry and very secure shed, it is chained to a very heavy weight and you have photographed it with any distinguishing marks, model and serial numbers, etc and record anything unusual about it.

Local Service or repairs
Good reports have been received about the following business:-
North Somerset Garden Machinery in Portbury  -   Call first - 01275 371717 David Smith
Briggs and Stratton main agent – sells new Cobra mowers, strimmers and rotavators
Cobra website    http://www.cobragarden.co.uk/Cultivators_Menu_Page.html
Weston Garden Machinery  Winterstoke Rd, (behind Shell garage)    WestonSM
westongardenmachinery@yahoo.co.uk    01934 626093

Others to try – but no detailed reports
Contract Hire Clevedon) Ltd 18 Alexandra Road Clevedon BS21 7QE    01275 341041
http://www.toolstohire.co.uk  some parts available 
GAB garden machinery     http://www.gabgardenmachinery.co.uk/   Sandford
Avon Garden Machinery     Avonmouth 
http://www.mowerpro.co.uk/lawnmower-dealers/avon-garden-machinery-bristol          
George Carr and sons  .http://georgecarrpowerproducts.co.uk/       Bedminster
S.T.Bishop & Co -6 London Road, Wick, Bristol, BS30 5SJ  0117 937 2285  http://www.stbishop.co.uk

DIY servicing
These machines are relatively simple to service.  New fuel, an oil change, clean air filter, loose bolts and function check, and perhaps a new spark plug is all that is usually needed.
Doing an internet search for the appropriate manual will help you if you are looking for spare parts.
See also North Somerset Garden Machinery above.

What can you do if you don’t own a machine ?
Machines can be hired from Bristol/Avonmouth/Weston, but they are quite expensive  £80 per day (2018) for click and collect. Look out for ½ price deals 
eg  https://www.nationaltoolhireshops.co.uk   Then there is the transportation cost to be added.  Several members could club together for a one day, or weekend, then hire and share the cost.  I would stress again the need for the ground to be cleared of weeds, etc., and that the soil moisture content is not too dry or too wet, before you hire. 
Why not try to arrange with one of your allotment neighbours who has his/her own machine to do it for you, when next he/she has his/her rotavator out, under some mutually beneficial arrangement (no naughtiness intended !). 

