Power Gardening

(This article appeared in Vermont Sports, June, 2009, and the Hardy Plant Club newsletter, summer, 2010)

By Kate Carter
Gardening has an undeserved reputation as a laid-back hobby for old folks. It has never been considered a workout regime for the fitness minded. Sure, if all you’re doing is pruning roses, gardening really is an idle activity, but if all you’re doing is coasting, so is cycling.

Try filling your freezer with food or your yard with color, and gardening suddenly becomes a workout that offers many of the same benefits as hiring a personal trainer or taking a yoga class. To turn your yard into a gym, all you have to do is notch up the intensity and variety of your gardening activities.

          All of this came to me when my neighbor, Tom, who has a utility trailer, helped me haul compost from the nearby garden center. Getting the goods was easy: we pulled up to the pile, a front-loader dumped two loads onto the trailer, and away we drove. 

Once we got home, we had to get that stuff off the trailer ourselves, so we grabbed shovels and dug in. By about the forth shovelful, I couldn’t help but notice the pace at which Tom could sling soil. For every one of my shovelfuls, he was swinging three. He was also breathing a lot harder, grunting a lot louder, and breaking out in a sweat. I stood back to admire his effort and contemplate the notion that I, too, could raise my heart rate… if only I’d notch it up a bit. 

          After another trip to the garden center and a second set of arm presses, I decided I wanted some of the compost to go to the vegetable garden out back, and for that we needed the wheel barrel. It was on the other side of the house. Tom sprinted away and was quickly sprinting back, with the wheel barrel in the lead. We filled it as full as we could. Normally, I struggle to get a fully loaded wheelbarrow rolling, but not Tom. He wheeled that thing to the back garden like Tom Brady of the New England Patriots doing a sled-pushing workout, except Tom only did six sets of 50-yard pushes.

          It was time to till the compost into the beds. The tiller was in the garage. Tom sprinted for it, returned, fired it up, and was about halfway done when it ran out of gas. More sprinting to the garage, this time for the gas can. He had the thing going in less than 30 seconds and soon finished the job. Meanwhile, I followed in Tom’s tracks, picking up newly revealed rocks and performing lunges, deep knee bends, and malasana (garland pose).

          We moved on to an area of the yard I had started to reclaim. I had cleared the plot as best I could, but some dreadful honeysuckle bushes remained, the kind that could choke the life out of Dracula. Tom morphed into the chainsaw massacre-er and slaughtered the vicious shrubs by cutting them off at the feet. He also dug up a plastic cooler, a pacifier, a 50-gallon drum in which the previous owners had burned garbage, and three unopened bottles of beer. 

          Once the plot was clean, it was time to fire up the tiller again. While Tom muscled it around the plot, I walked a mile around the yard at a very fast pace, looking for the rake, which I had set down… somewhere. All told, I had probably walked four miles around the yard that day, looking for tools and my misplaced memory.

          Then Tom hit a rock that caused the tiller to lurch sharply to the right, careen off course, and take a path of its own, while he hung on like a dog walker whose malamute had spotted a squirrel. Together we studied the rock and contemplated our next move. Not one to walk from a challenge, Tom became determined to excavate the boulder. Caught in the fever of the moment, I sprinted to the garage for the crowbar. We pried at the boulder and it moved. One inch. There was no stopping now. Using brute strength, Tom lifted that thing from its grave, and like a sumo wrestler, forced his opponent to the edge of the ring.

          After four hours of gardening, Tom decided he didn’t really need his daily bike ride. And even though it’s not on any personal trainer’s workout schedule, we sat down, put our feet up, and enjoyed a cold Rock Art Big Belvidere IPA. The three beers we found remained unopened, unidentified, and unclaimed atop the trophy boulder that sits at the edge of the new garden. 

It could well be the best prize I’ve ever earned. 

--Kate Carter

