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INTRODUCTION

A garden is a gift. Those who’ve had one know, innately, how true this is. To have a garden of your own means you’ve given yourself that gift. But even if we recognize this fact – that something so beautiful can exist right outside our own doors – it may be years before we truly recognize everything it can do. Tucked away, nurtured and loved into existence, your garden isn’t just somewhere you go to tend to plants and pick a few tomatoes at the end of the summer. There’s a reason you feel so good when you step into your garden, tend to it, and harvest the flowers or food you grow. A garden provides endless benefits – mental, physical, and spiritual – to anyone willing to seek them out. Within this book, you’ll find practical ways to turn gardening into a powerful exercise routine and understand why it’s such a benefit to your body – from improving your natural flexibility to expanding new muscle groups and helping you access long-term wellness. You’ll explore the incredible sensory magic of nature, with simple projects to use the garden’s offerings to experience your senses on a new, more vibrant level. You’ll see the truth of how deep and important an impact gardening and nature have on the mind and spirit. You’ll find hands-on ways to engage more with the natural world and tools to work toward a happier perspective and a genuine contentment in life. 
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Part One:

GARDENING FOR PHYSICAL HEALTH

Your body has immense value to you. It does so much, takes on so much, letting you carry on with your day and your busy life, often without even paying it a second thought. Physical health is easy to take for granted when we have it, but can be so staggeringly hard to lose or see falter. The importance of looking after your physical health has been proven time and again – a longer life with fewer challenges and even improved mental health (they go hand in hand) are all tantalizing rewards. Even the simple day-to-day benefits of bodily care have so much value. Getting more sleep and feeling more alert, being happier and more focused, having comfortable digestion, healthy bones and hair – all are good goals to have. 

While many methods for achieving physical health can seem overwhelming and even unnecessary (fad diets and excessive exercise really aren’t the way to go!), a simple focus on balanced nutrition with plenty of fresh produce, getting some movement into each day, and finding ways to work your muscles and get your heart rate up are key. 

Your garden is the secret to all those things. Use it as the tool to your healthier lifestyle. Without even realizing you’re doing so, you’ll feel more positive, more energized and more connected to your body. Not to mention facilitating a positive, beneficial connection with the natural world.

 

 

 

GARDENING
to get fit

When pondering a new fitness regime, gardening might not be the first thing to spring to mind. In fact, I’d bet it ranks somewhere closer to the bottom of the list. Gardening is generally considered a peaceful way to pass time while perhaps garnering some edible treats along the way, but it’s also great for your fitness levels. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), gardening is considered a form of exercise. In fact, just 30–60 minutes spent in your garden doing a variety of tasks can burn around 300 calories – all while you’re probably forgetting you’re exercising at all. 

Because gardening involves such a range of movements and types of activities, an active hour tending the garden is likely to use most of your muscle groups, along the lines of other sports like swimming or rock climbing. You can also optimize the amount of exercise and how many calories you burn by making a few smart choices. First, if you can, opt for push-mowing your grass or even using an old-school mower that relies fully on your power, no gas or battery. (It’s a win for the environment too.) You can also space out the more strenuous garden tasks like weeding, raking and pruning so you do a bit each day rather than all at once. This way you can get that 30 minutes of garden time in on as many days as possible and feel fitter for it.
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STRIVE FOR
flexibility and balance

Considering how many elements of gardening require some bending, stretching or reaching, it should come as no great surprise that your gardening tasks also enhance your flexibility and balance. Much like doing daily stretches in the morning (shown to reduce stress and muscular tension) or a short yoga routine, gardening works similar muscles and includes similar movements, so the benefits you see to your physical health aren’t all that different. 

This daily movement is particularly important as you age. More and more studies point to gardening as one of the best things for people to do in later life, since beyond the mental sharpness and brightness it can provide, the benefits of increased flexibility and balance are hugely important to long-term quality of life.*
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The easiest way to get the most flexibility and balance benefit from your gardening routine is to simply make your movements methodical and intentional. When you do a yoga pose, you’re used to building up to it, holding it for extended periods, and then moving on to the next movement methodically and intentionally. Why can’t you do the same thing in your garden? As you lean forward to grab some tools, bend over to pick weeds or reach up to prune some branches from a shrub, do so while focusing on your body and how it feels. Lean into the stretch and whatever muscles it’s working. The result will be a deeper engagement with your body and some unintended (and incredibly good for you) stretching, all resulting from your normal tasks.
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*Source: SAGE Open Medicine (2020)
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BURN SOME CALORIES

We’ve already talked about how gardening activities can burn up to 300 calories. In fact, it’s considered a moderate to intense exercise (depending on what you’re doing) and you can generally burn more calories per hour gardening than you will walking for the same time at a moderate pace. If you want to maximize the calorie-burning side of your garden routine, here are some of the activities that are most likely to help:


	Collecting garden waste

	Digging or shovelling

	Carrying buckets or cans of water 

	Weeding

	Raking 

	Tilling or digging




Increase your heart rate

The more intensive elements of gardening – like mowing, digging and raking – are those most likely to get you sweating and will raise that heart rate. But why is that such a good thing for your health?


	The higher your heart rate the more calories you’re burning.

	Short, high-intensity activities that increase your heart rate (for example a minute or two of intently chopping wood or digging in the ground) and include rest periods afterward help you improve your recovery times for physical activity.

	An average of 3–5 hours weekly of moderate cardio helps to raise your good cholesterol and lower the bad.

	Over time, the more activities you do that raise your heart rate, the more you improve your body’s stamina.
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My garden is my most beautiful masterpiece.

CLAUDE MONET

 

 

 

My movements are a reflection of my love for myself and my garden.

 

 

 

LOWER BLOOD PRESSURE
the natural way

We are often warned about high blood pressure, the problems it can cause for our health, and the need to keep it in a healthy range. Among the most common recommendations for reducing blood pressure are three important things:


	Reach a healthy weight

	Exercise regularly

	Reduce stress



If you haven’t already worked it out, gardening is a perfect option for tackling all three elements at once. It’s a win–win when it comes to lowering blood pressure, which is key, since high blood pressure has been shown to cause heart attack or heart failure, stroke, aneurysms, weakened blood vessels, metabolic syndrome and dementia, for starters.
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Feeling the motivation to keep that blood pressure down? Just 30 minutes of gardening daily can have amazing results. Here are a few of the simplest tasks to incorporate into a daily gardening routine, for your health (and the health of your plants):


	Watering by hand (rather than with a sprinkler or hose)

	Pulling up stray weeds

	Harvesting ripe fruits, vegetables and herbs 

	Deadheading flowering plants so they can grow new flowers

	Pruning overgrown plants

	Raking up leaves

	Turning over your compost pile

	Tackling a larger garden project you’ve been putting off (that pile of mulch isn’t going to spread itself)



 

 

 

BUILD YOUR
endurance

You may have heard of endurance training in the context of exercise routines and fitness plans. But can gardening tie into this key health goal too? Each of the four key types of exercise – flexibility, balance, strength and endurance – are important in a range of ways, but building up the body’s endurance to strenuous activity has a list of benefits you’re going to want to experience for yourself. Not only will aerobic exercise or endurance-building make your stamina better over time – so any physical activity is easier – but it also keeps your heart, lungs and internal systems in peak health. This means a lower risk of diseases and conditions like heart disease, diabetes and stroke, among other things.

So where does gardening come into play? As with many of the benefits listed here, repetitive and aerobic gardening tasks that involve movements like pulling, pushing and carrying will all function as endurance builders if you do them often enough and for long enough to create an aerobic exercise experience. You can start with shorter periods, too, and build up to being able to mow or rake or carry supplies for longer. That’s what endurance is all about.
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WORK EVERY MUSCLE

As you bend over to dig into the ground and make space for a new plant, you’ll feel the muscles in your back working hard. As you yank at a tough weed, you’ll feel the effort up and down your arms. Pushing a mower around your patch of grass engages those key core muscles, aside from your biceps and triceps. Carrying a bucket of water, you can feel it working your forearms. When you bend or crouch to pull weeds, you can feel your hamstrings and glutes getting a stretch. Building up stronger muscles is a key health and physical wellness goal – and, yes, your so-called relaxing gardening hobby is coming into play there too. 


AVOIDING BACK STRAINS AND INJURY WHILE GARDENING

Though you’re doing a lot of good for your body as you work in the garden, you will often hear gardeners complain that it can introduce or worsen back pain. Leaning, reaching and bending can all cause undue stress on your lower back, and even your neck, leaving you a little uncomfortable or even in pain if you don’t do things properly. So, to avoid unnecessary issues, here are a few ways to make your garden strategies back-friendly:


	Strengthen your core as much as you can; this will reduce pressure on the back.

	If you have pre-existing back issues, opt for beneficial adjustments like raised garden beds (less bending), adjustable long-handled tools, rolling garden carts or a portable seat.

	Don’t lift with your back, as you might have been told. Put the emphasis on stronger muscles like your buttocks, thighs and knees.

	Keep your back straight and solid when you bend. Bend at the knees!





 

 

 

TAKE YOUR
workout outside

So, you’ve managed to get all the exercise you can out of your garden. Maybe it’s mid-season and there is less digging, raking and planting to do, so the aerobic tasks are a bit slim at the moment. That certainly doesn’t mean you have to stop striving toward those goals for better endurance, flexibility, muscle tone, and so on, even in the confines of the garden! Try repurposing your outdoor space as a workout area and see if your motivation improves. 

Bring your exercise supplies outside, whether that 	
means a yoga mat, weights, jump rope or just a laptop playing a workout routine. Find a nice calm spot in your garden with some stable ground, perhaps near your flowers or other plantings, close to a pleasant-sounding fountain or wind-chime, in a place where you know you’ll see some birds or butterflies or wherever smells the best.
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Not only should you continue to reap the benefits of your exercise routine and improve your physical health, but doing this in your garden will provide a continued sense of connection between you and your outdoor space. As you move more of your daily life to the garden it will feel like your personal sanctuary. Better yet, nature and time in the garden provides a host of mental health benefits (explored fully in part three of this book), which you can start to take advantage of simply by taking your morning yoga routine outside next to the bees and flowers.

 

 

 

SOAK UP
the sun

Without even having to get any exercise in, gardening is already offering a great (and sneaky) benefit you may be forgetting. As you head out on to your deck, into your garden or plot, and raise your face to the sun – or perhaps stretch




	A happily functioning immune system

	Regulation of absorption of other key nutrients like calcium and phosphorus

	Healthy bones and teeth

	Better ability to fight some diseases (anything from the flu to heart disease)

	Better moods and helps keep depression in check

	Improved muscle function.








	Space out your tasks so you have things to do every day. This is especially practical if you have a large yard and plenty of landscaping and gardening to do, rather than reserve one massive afternoon a month for outdoor work, disperse those strenuous tasks so you can do 30 minutes or so several days per week. Weed one big patch at a time; spread dirt or gravel one day and do a major planting project on another. 

	Before you hit the garden, do a short stretching session or a bit of yoga. Not only will this warm up your body for the tasks ahead, and make you less likely to get injured, but it’ll add a bit of extra flexibility practice and muscle-building to the exercise. 

	If you’re extra motivated, add short sets of other exercises in between gardening tasks. After you finish watering the plants, do a set of squats. Weed a garden bed, then do 5 minutes of jump rope. By the end, your combo of garden work and short aerobic exercises will pay out in a noticeable way.
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