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Through the ages, rhapsodic poets and writers have alluded to gardening as a “soul enriching,” “body renewing,” “spiritually exhilarating” endeavor. I say, let’s get down to earth and be real; gardening is an active, contact “sport.”


According to the American Heritage Dictionary that sits on my desk, sport is “an active pastime or diversion.” Sure sounds like gardening to me. And you can bet your begonia it’s “active.” I mean really, when was the last time you sat still in your garden? If you’re not hauling heavy rocks, you’re pushing a wheelbarrow, toting tools, dragging the hose, or wacking weeds. You’re in perpetual motion, unless of course your idea of gardening is planting a pot of petunias or pansies on your patio.


And let’s not hedge the issue. Gardening is not just an active sport that can result in sore muscles and aching joints; it’s an active contact sport. If you really dig in, you’re bound to rub against sharp tools, poisonous plants, itchy insects, thorns, slimy slugs. And that’s just for starters. All that contact will leave you with a garden-variety of rashes, gashes, bites, and cuts. Not exactly a pretty picture.


So why are we more than willing to forfeit our fingernails and sacrifice our sacroiliacs for the sport of gardening? Simply because there’s no earthly pastime quite as heavenly.


In truth, though strenuous and fatiguing (no weakling can prune a vine that has a python grip), the sport of gardening should not wreak havoc on your body, providing that is, you know how to exercise garden sense and smarts. By properly conditioning and preparing yourself for the chores you tackle, and by learning how to move carefully and correctly while you work at your tasks, you can look forward to gardening well beyond your “goldenrod” years.


Just how rigorous gardening can be, and how important it is to train for the sport, became evident to me years ago when I first set my spade in the soil at our newly purchased weekend home in Hillsdale, New York, a sleepy little town in Columbia County.


At that time, the allure and attraction of owning a weekend retreat, at least for me, was rest and relaxation. Not only did my mind need to chill out from the chaos of Manhattan (where I worked a long and arduous week as an exercise consultant), but my body needed time-out. Well, my mind got just what it needed—serenity and seclusion. As for my body, that’s a whole different story.


The house we purchased was built on speculation, and it sat vacant for just over a year—for good reason. It was remarkably devoid of character, both inside and out. A very modest Dutch colonial, it was hardly the quaint, sprawling, old farmhouse I longed to own. But it fit our budget, and it was the absolute final house my husband, Stephen, was willing to look at after having begrudgingly traipsed through other people’s bedrooms, bathrooms, closets, and attics for eight months. “It’s this one or no one,” he assertively stated as we stood on the non-lawn on a windy, mid-March afternoon in the late seventies. And so we bought it.


Remote and isolated, the house sat on a slight incline and faced a meandering dirt road that gave a bit of charm to what was an open but otherwise undistinguished view. There were no lawns, no foundation plantings (the builder went broke), no mature trees to soften the lines. In fact, there were no trees in front whatsoever. The sparse growth that bordered both sides of the house obviously provided lunch for the deer, evident by piles of poop planted about.


Unlike the front, the acreage behind the house was utterly overgrown and grubby. Yes, there was a great deal growing in the back, with poison ivy heading a long list of untouchables and undesirables. Vines strangled many of the deciduous trees, and dense, dead pine limbs obscured the sunlight. The grounds cried out for a green thumb; but more important, a strong back.


The picture, however, was not entirely dismal. A winding brook ran down from the hilltop to the base of the property, and a stone wall stood proud, having survived the passing of time beautifully intact. As for the birdsongs that reverberated through the woods, they were utterly glorious—all of which gave me reason to believe there might be hope for this little plot of potential paradise.


So, after weeks of settling in and furnishing the empty rooms with bare necessities found at local shops, auctions, and tag sales, I was resolved, once mud season was over, to tackle the grounds and transform at least a small portion of the eight acres into my own little Sissinghurst. Not only was the idea utterly naive and unrealistic, but the undertaking was also backbreaking—exactly what my weekends were not supposed to be.


During that initial spring and summer, I nursed a garden-variety of inflictions and irritations ranging from bugs in the eye to elbow tendinitis. On Monday mornings, there I was lying face down on a massage table, hoping that Anat, the lady with the miracle hands, could put my body back (and especially my back) into working order.


Was it really possible that I wasn’t prepared for the rigors of gardening? Me, the very person described as “slender as a reed, supple as a rubber band” in a New York Times article about “Manhattan’s Fitness Guru.” Me, who supposedly was in good shape from years of working in my field (but obviously not in the fields).


As I toiled in the soil and crawled around in the trenches those first few months, acquainting myself with muscles I never knew I had, I couldn’t help wondering: How on earth does someone who’s out of shape manage to keep a garden in shape?


And that’s just when, why, and how the idea for this book took root. It became very apparent to me that training for the sport of gardening really does makes sense. And it makes sense even if you are fit and in enviable shape. That’s because the demands gardening places on the body are unique. Sure, you might have lung and leg power from jogging or biking, for instance, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you’re conditioned for the lugging and tugging, not to mention the crawling around on all fours, that gardening demands.


I confess it took many years before I actually sat down to write Gardener’s Fitness. Despite urgings from friends and clients who garden, the timing was always a problem. During the winter, when I had the time to write, the aches, pains, and heartbreaks that gardening evokes and provokes were a mere memory. Then, with the very first sign of spring, there was no sign of me—not at my desk, that is. The last place I wanted to plant myself was in front of a computer! I wanted to be back in my garden. And so I was.


Way back then, when my fixation for gardening took hold, I not only recognized how tough and sweaty the sport can be (providing you do the grunt work), but I also realized, having met my fair share of passionate maniacs, just how obsessive gardeners can be.


When gardeners have a chore to accomplish, it becomes nothing short of a categorical imperative; we get down on our hands and knees and practically bend over backwards to shape up our beds and borders. The problem is, many gardeners are not particularly comfortable on their hands and knees, and still more can’t manage to bend over backwards. Well, not easily, that is.


For this very reason, I wrote Gardener’s Fitness to help you condition, maintain, and care for your most important tool—your body. Granted, books on every aspect of gardening have been written. I know because I’ve been collecting and reading them for years. Yet, searching the shelves at libraries and bookstores, I failed to unearth a practical, easy-to-follow conditioning and fitness primer for gardeners. And, in truth, had I not finally transplanted myself from the garden to the house, this book, which you might say cross-pollinates my profession with my passion, might never have seen the light of day either.


No, this is not another how-to-garden book filled with creative concepts and complex horticultural advice; I leave that to the real experts. This book is about how to garden comfortably, safely, and sanely so that you can play at the sport of gardening for years to come, whether you’re a seasoned gardener or a mere rookie.


Within Gardener’s Fitness, you will find conditioning exercises to train and ready you for the season, as well as movement techniques and postural guidance for lifting, pushing, hauling, squatting, and whatever else you have to do to get the job done. I’ve also included simple, on-the-spot stretches that you can do almost effortlessly—right in the garden—to relax weary muscles and restore energy. And there’s even a selection of soothing, therapeutic stretches that benefit from warm water, easily done in the bath or shower while you de-grime at the end of the day. In addition, the book offers beneficial damage control strategies and remedies (mostly natural) for the likes of sunburn and bug bites.


Over the years, my gardening pals have been a source of inspiration and information (not to mention plant matter). They have entertained and enlightened me with gardening sagas and stories and have shared their time-tested tactics, be it a method to take the ivy off the house or the itch out of poison ivy. Although we might not all agree on what best deters the deer, or which is the most drought-resistant perennial for our particular zone, we all agree that it makes sense to weed the aches and pains out of gardening.


I have also had the good fortune to learn gardening survival tactics from men and women, young and old, who over the past few years have participated in my workshops on gardening fitness. And I have learned from kind and caring souls who work at nurseries in the Berkshires; they have guided me through a multitude of horticultural crises and calamities.


But above all, from years of gardening, I have learned about nature—human nature (mine to be exact). My garden has truly been a training ground, not only for my body but for my head—for my “mental muscle.” That’s because gardening demands far more than just physical conditioning; you really have to be mentally “flexible” to manage the headaches and heartaches Mother Nature bats in your direction. Your hopes, plans, and dreams for your garden can literally be blown away (or eaten away!) overnight.


Sure, you can compete with the “lady in control,” but she ultimately gets the last licks. You really can’t be a control freak and garden happily. After many years, I have finally allowed my garden to rescue me from rigidity. No longer do I feel compelled to create utter neatness and order in my garden—or in my life. “Organized chaos” is more like it, and I like it more that way. Nor do I have to be constantly moving and doing in my garden—or in my life. Today, I actually can (and do) stay put, seated quietly on a tree stump near the brook or on the front lawn under our now majestic oak. I’m perfectly content to allow my mind to drift and my body to rest. No longer am I quite as obsessed (I’m not totally cured!) to work at the sport of gardening; with the passing of each year, it’s more about “play” and “amusement.” And because, at long last, I am somewhat less maniacal about this passion, my garden has become more nourishing, exactly what it should be.


What was formerly an uninviting, scrubby property is today a source of beauty, pleasure, and enormous pride. Is my garden a top contender for a garden tour? Not at all; it’s blooming with mistakes and I’m learning all the time. There are colors that conflict and plants that are actually gaudy. Tall, back-of-the-border (according to the experts) specimens grow undisturbed in territory that should belong (according to the experts) to the little guys.


But that’s perfectly fine with me, because my garden is one place where, finally, at the age of fifty-six, I can do as I please. I can break the rules if I wish and garden simply for the pure joy of it; and I do—without the fear of penalties.


And that’s just one of many reasons I absolutely adore the “sport” of gardening. For most of us, daily life imposes an endless array of rules, restrictions, and regulations. But in the garden, you don’t have to stand up to the plate and be accounted for. You can do exactly as you wish and feel good about it. That is, if you remember to bend your knees!




ONE
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Don’t Let Your Body Go to Seed


There’s no worming out of it. Though supremely satisfying, utterly absorbing and thoroughly addictive, gardening can also be tough and tiring, particularly if your garden is in better shape than you are. No, you really can’t expect your body to spring into action when spring arrives, not if you plant yourself on the couch all winter, watching gardening videos. Sure, once the weather beckons, you may be ready to begin all the exciting projects that percolated in your mind, but believe me, it’s not your mind that will perform the grunt work.


The sport of gardening requires strength, stamina, and flexibility, none of which, I can assure you, come from leafing through seed catalogs. That’s why it’s important to do the groundwork, to strengthen and condition the “body zones” that really get a workout when you’re out working in the garden. I’m specifically referring to your arms, knees, hands, and, above all, your back.


The exercises from this section that you choose to practice (those that best fit your particular needs) should be based on several factors: the present shape you’re in, the gardening tasks and chores (strenuous or simple) you take on, and the signals you get from your body after a day of work. If, for example, knee discomfort frequently results from squatting when you plant bulbs or when you weed, it obviously makes sense to strengthen and thus better protect your knees by conditioning the appropriate muscles.


Knee conditioning indirectly results from strengthening the quadriceps (the front of your thighs) and hamstrings (the back of your thighs), which is exactly what the exercises on pages 35–37 are designed to do. By practicing these movements, you can and will add considerably to your knees’ capacity to ward off stress.


Or once you strengthen your arms with the appropriate exercises, tasks such as preparing a new flower bed or turning the compost will be easier to manage. And there’s a bonus to toning your arms: When they’re strong, other areas, such as your neck and shoulders, will not be taxed to compensate for weak arms.


As for the exercises designed for improving your hand strength and dexterity, they will pay off, for sure, when you’re deadheading, digging, weeding, or handling tools, power or otherwise. In fact, if you suffer from osteoarthritis in the finger joints, these exercises are important to include in your shape-up routine.


Or perhaps weak abdominal muscles cause your back to protest when you haul a heavy bag of manure from the garage to the yard, or when you push the wheelbarrow to your hilltop cutting garden. (I know you’re wondering why you put it there in the first place.) Of all the aches and pains common to gardeners, backaches win hands down; that’s because so many tasks and chores require spinal strength and stability. So unless your back never gives you trouble (while or after you garden), the back strengthening and stretching exercises should be included in your training program.


In selecting the appropriate conditioning exercises to ready you for your tasks, I not only considered which body zones are most used and abused while one works in the garden but also considered the contorted, distorted positions one often gets into—willingly or not.


With utter enthusiasm and total abandon, gardeners perform acrobatic feats (some of which temporarily invalid us) while attempting to beautify their beds and borders. (In truth, by Sunday evening in late summer, the only bed I can relate to is the queen-size one in my bedroom!) Be it tiptoeing through the tulips during a flashlight raid on slugs, or poking around on all fours to strategically place a soaker hose that has a mind of its own, we often end up with our ends up.


For this reason, I’ve included some easy but effective flexibility exercises that are designed to stretch your calves, hamstrings, hip flexors, and back extensor muscles. When tight, these muscles not only cause your back to overwork but also limit your range of motion, which could result in injury, not only to yourself but to the plants you inadvertently trample due to lack of flexibility!


Let’s take a for instance: Your hamstrings are tight, you bend over to lift a bag of fertilizer, and bingo—your back goes into spasm. Improved flexibility will not only keep injury at bay but will also enable you to accomplish tasks that involve bending, lifting, reaching, and so forth with far more ease and agility. (Even worse than slugs in the garden is a klutz!)


For each body zone of concern, I’ve included a set of safe and effective strengthening exercises. The movements I’ve selected are basic, so don’t be concerned that you need to be athletic (or balletic) to manage them. The object of this program is to prepare you for gardening, not the Olympics.


No one knows better than you exactly which zones need attention. That’s because you, and only you, get the signals from your body when you’re working in your garden (and afterward). With this selection of exercises, you can design a program for your specific needs. You can select exercises from only one or two parts of this conditioning program. Or you can choose to do exercises from each part to derive a more complete and overall conditioning. The choice is yours.


Unless you find it excessive, in which case you can reduce the repetitions I’ve called for, begin with the suggested numbers for each exercise. Once you are able to do them with control and good form, you can increase the numbers, adding no more than two additional repetitions per exercise, per week. (You will be surprised what a difference adding even a mere two will make.)


Doing the movements correctly, with good focus and form, is far more important than performing endless, mindless repetitions. And that holds true for doing any of the exercises in the book, even the ones I recommend that you do right in the garden to “de-stress” tired muscles.


Try, if you can, to practice the conditioning exercises regularly, because consistency is important for progress. The flexibility exercises, which actually take little time (but which should not be rushed), are most effective when practiced daily. As for the conditioning exercises, you will benefit most by doing them four or five days a week.


When practicing the exercises, stay focused on moving correctly and well. For instance, how far away from the floor are your knees when doing the flexibility stretch for your low back extensor muscles (page 9)? Does it feel different (easier, harder) from the last time you practiced it? What I’m basically saying is this: Don’t put your body on automatic pilot. By allowing your mind to wander and soar, you could easily end up with sore muscles.


Some of the flexibility enhancers may feel uncomfortable at first, especially if your range of motion is limited, due to age, injury, arthritis, or simply because you’re out of shape. Muscles that are awakened for the first time, or for the first time in a long time, may protest until they learn to enjoy being stretched. So don’t force any of the movements; if you reach a point of painful resistance, stop. There’s a big difference between a good pain and a bad pain. Good pain is the pain of restoring elasticity to a tight muscle; bad pain warns of incipient injury.


Remember as well, proper breathing is crucial to exercising correctly. Never hold your breath; this deprives your muscles of necessary oxygen. If you find that you are holding your breath while doing any of the exercises, you’re probably working with too much intensity and need to relax a bit. Try to inhale (through your nose) as you move into a stretch and exhale (through your mouth) as you hold the stretch. An easy way to focus on the exhalation is to make a soft “s” sound, like a hiss, as in “s-s-s-salvia” or “s-s-s-sedum.”


As for correct breath control, in general while you practice these exercises, try to exhale through your mouth during the effort phase of any movement (exertion) and inhale through your nose as you move into the relaxation phase. For most exercises, this involves exhaling as you lift (that is, your torso, leg, arm) and inhaling as you lower your limb(s) or torso.


Before practicing the exercises you select for your personalized program, spend a few minutes warming up. For the brief warm-up, walk briskly (or jog) in place while swinging your arms for three or four minutes at most. The warm-up does not require fancy footwork, nor does it have to be strenuous or make you perspire. A mild warm-up simply prepares your body by raising the temperature of the muscles and lubricating the joints, making them less susceptible to damage or injury.


And speaking of warming up, it’s really wise to do so before you garden as well. Taking a few minutes (and that’s all you need) to limber up prior to “digging in” is time well-spent. For a short and simple warm-up, you can use some or all of the flexibility enhancers found at the end of this section.


Before I leave the house, no matter how eager I am to get into the garden, I always take a few minutes to stretch my lower back muscles. One exercise that works particularly well for me is the knee rock (page 89). I do this back-relaxing movement prior to gardening and afterward as well. In fact, on mornings when my back feels stiff from having done too much heavy-duty work the day before, I actually do a minute or two of gentle knee rocking before I even get out of bed.


And speaking of mornings, if you’re like me, in your glory and in your garden at the crack of dawn, try if you can to exercise a bit of restraint. Delay doing really strenuous tasks until your muscles are fully awake and alert. Deadheading at sunrise is sane, but removing and moving stumps is not.




[image: image]   TIP   [image: image]


What to do when you’re outside with filthy hands and the nearest sink is on the other side of the back door? Hang soap near the garden hose spigot. This way cleanup is handy. Just slip a bar into the foot of an old panty hose and tie the fabric into a knot. Then hang the soap hose by your garden hose.





Because your body is a precious tool (parts not easily replaced), it obviously makes good garden sense to ready this tool prior to peak season. Ideally, you should begin your preseason training at least eight weeks before the first spring bulbs make their debut. However, if you neglect to do so, only to find yourself knee deep in soil, unable to flex anything including your green thumb, it’s not too late. Your body, like your garden, is a work in progress.


Your Back


In Hillsdale, when my gardening “comrades” gather at a party (garden or otherwise), we invariably end up discussing how to cope with the agony that bonds us. You guessed it because chances are you’ve had it! Back pain. It’s the gardener’s bugaboo. Unless your back is made of steel (in which case, you probably can’t get into all the contorted positions gardening calls for), at some point during the season, your back is bound to protest.


Just think about it, from early spring when you begin to clean up the garden (not to mention the garage) to late fall when you put it (hopefully not yourself) to bed, your back is constantly called upon and put upon. And it’s not just the heavy work that taxes your back; even lighter tasks, when sustained for extended periods, can cause your back to complain.


Although I do agree that back discomfort can be relieved by the likes of ice packs and ibuprofen, the very best defense against back pain is a good offense, which means strong abdominal muscles. To a great extent, your abdominal muscles are responsible for your back’s health, comfort, and mobility, be it when you’re bent over planting hundreds of bulbs or crawling on your hands and knees across your rose garden evicting Japanese beetles.


The importance of the abdominal muscles center on their role in protecting your back, specifically your disks, from permanent injury. And that’s exactly why it’s so important that if your back tends to give you trouble when you garden, you faithfully, carefully, and correctly strengthen your abdominal muscles. When these muscles are strong and toned, your back will be better able to manage the demands placed on it, whether you’re lifting a bulky bag of lime or hauling the hose up the hill.


Now that’s not to say if your abdominal muscles are strong, you will be forever immune to back pain. No way. Even the hardiest among us experience occasional fatigue and discomfort, whether from overloading the wheelbarrow or simply nonstop gardening without a break. But your recovery rate, as well as your ability to protect your spine, will be enhanced if your abdominals are well conditioned.


Although they do not actually connect with the back, the abdominals form a remarkable package of four layers of overlapping, crisscrossing fibers: the rectus abdominis, strongest and closest to the surface, which runs from the ribs down to the pelvis; the internal and external obliques, which weave diagonally from opposite sides; and the transversalis abdominis muscles, which extend from side to side and, essentially, from front to back across the abdominal cavity. In essence, these muscles act as “guy wires” to keep your back in line. If the wires are weak, their hold on the spine cannot be sufficiently protective.


Additionally, strong abdominals protect not only your back muscles from overworking but your leg muscles as well. If, for instance, you bend over to pull out a stubborn weed or to pick up a tool when your back lacks flexibility and strength, your hamstrings, as well as your knees, have to overwork to compensate.


So too, Mother Nature (aka “gravity” in nongardening circles) will drag the contents of the abdominal cavity forward and downward, increasing the natural curve or arch in your lower back if your abdominals are weak. This creates a swayback that in turn causes other muscles to stretch and tighten to compensate. And that’s exactly why gardening-related back problems often lead to pain in the buttock and hip areas as well.


The good news is, like clematis and honeysuckle, muscles are trainable; they can be made looser or tighter with exercise. In terms of your abdominals, you certainly do not want to loosen them. In fact, they are one group of muscles you never want to loosen. Flaccid abdominals cannot provide adequate balance and support for your back, which is what you really need when you work at strenuous chores.


In addition to the abdominal-strengthening exercises (numbers 8–12), I’ve included back flexibility stretches that target three areas: the extensors (which run along the length of your lower spine), hip flexors, and hamstrings, all of which contribute to the fitness and strength of the lower back. Strong extensor muscles, for instance, work in partnership with your abdominals to support your lower back when you lift a shrub out of the ground or carry stepping stones to a newly prepared bed.


To derive full benefit from this brief back care program, I recommend that you do one flexibility stretch for each of the three above-mentioned areas. Then proceed with the pelvic tilt, which strengthens the lower back, followed by at least two abdominal strengtheners out of the five. The abdominal strengtheners appear in order of difficulty.





“For the past forty years, I have broken my nails, my back, and sometimes my heart in the practical pursuit of my favorite occupation.”


EDITH SACKVILLE-WEST





BACK FLEXIBILITY


#1 Hip Flexor Stretch


Position: Stand with one foot ahead of the other, keeping both feet flat on the floor and parallel, toes pointed forward. Assume a stride that is challenging, but not too wide. Relax your arms at your sides or rest your hands on your forward thigh.


Movement: Slowly lunge forward on the front foot until the knee is slightly bent. Push your hips forward by tucking your pelvis under. You should feel tension in the quadriceps of the front leg and the inner thigh, calf, and hip flexors of the back leg. Hold the position for 30 seconds, then repeat on the other leg.
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Note: Make certain that you do not overbend the forward knee.


#2 Hip Flexor Stretch


Position: Sit with your legs extended forward and your knees flat, but not hyperextended (locked).


Movement: Gradually reach forward for your toes, bending from your hips rather than from your waist. Keep your abdominals in and hold the stretch for thirty seconds.





“Life begins the day you start a garden.”


CHINESE PROVERB





#3 Hamstring Stretch


Position: Lie on your back with your right leg bent, foot flat on the floor. Bring your left knee toward your chest and hold it with both hands behind the thigh.
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Movement: Extend the left leg toward the ceiling, foot flexed. In this extended position, gently draw the leg toward your chest. Hold thirty seconds. Lower the leg and repeat on the other leg.


#4 Pelvic Arch (back extensors)


Position: Lie on your back with your head resting in your hands. Place your feet on the floor, parallel and hip-width apart.
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Movement: Alternately flatten then arch the small of your back by first contracting the muscles of the lower back, then releasing them. Keep the motion fluid and slow. Repeat the flattening/arching sequence six times. Exhale to contract, inhale to arch.
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If your basketball has deflated and you’ve retired your high-tops, there’s still life for the hoop. A garbage can plus the hoop are all the supplies you need to tidy up the garden tools scattered about the garage. (If you don’t have a hoop, check out local tag or garage sales.) Remove the net from the hoop. With screws, fasten the hoop to the wall of the garage or tool shed about four feet above the floor. Set a large trash can under the hoop and place your tall tools, such as rakes and hoes, through it and in the can. Without any hoopla, your tools will stand upright and tidy.
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