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Adapting Gardening to Your Physical Needs

by Lyn Chimera

Sally Cunningham suggested contacting Duane Pancost, author of 
“Geriatric Gardening, Adaptive Advice for Seniors,” to interview 
for an article. As an older gardener myself it sounded intriguing, 
and Duane was a delight to talk to.

As Duane grew older he wanted to communicate the challenges 
with others. In 2017 Duane started a blog, thegeriatricgardener@
wordpress.com. He posts tips twice a month on the 1st and 15th. 
After a few years he decided to put the best of his adaptive tips 
into a book and in 2020 self-published “The Geriatric Gardener”. 
The following are some of his suggestions from that book.

One thing that he feels is important is to recognize your 
capabilities are changing and to change with them rather than 
fight it. Also plan ahead if you are making landscape changes 
keeping in mind that paths may need to be wider, stairs replaced 
with a gradual slope, raised beds added etc. 

Some other suggestions:
• Install lights in the garden, not just solar lights so you can easily 
see and avoid tripping. Low voltage lights with a timer work well.
• Make more use of containers. The easiest way is to slip the 
potted plant right into the container, no repotting required.
• Raised beds are a good idea no matter what your age. They can 
be utilized throughout your gardening years.
• Get grandchildren involved in gardening. Take them to the 
nursery and let them pick out some of the seeds/plants and keep 
the produce/flowers when they are successful. They might have 
their own section of the garden. Then grandchildren can assist 
when you need it.
• Know when you need help and ask for it rather than injure 
yourself. Family or friends can help, or you can hire someone. 
Sometimes neighborhood kids are available or lawn/maintenance 
services. Check with neighbors or nurseries for suggestions.
• Duane’s mantra is “Embrace Imperfection”. The garden/lawn 
doesn’t have to be perfect. Relax and don’t knock yourself out.
• Balance is an important issue as you get older. Know your 
limitations.
• Pace yourself. It doesn’t all have to be done at once. Work for a 
while then take a break in the shade and hydrate. You’ll be able 
to get more done in the long run.
• Vary the work you do so you’re not doing the same repetitive 
motion for a long time. This avoids injury. Start with the heaviest 
or most difficult job in the morning when you are fresher. 

Weeding or light work at the end of your time.
• Wear a large, brimmed hat not just a baseball cap and 
sunglasses.
• If you have a Life Alert device or a cell phone, have it with you 
in the garden at all times especially if you are working alone.
Duane is 82 and has suffered a stroke so is now limited to 
gardening with air plants inside, but he’s still gardening!

A few more suggestions I have found helpful as my physical 
needs change:
• Use knee pads or a kneeler. After trying 2 varieties of knee 
pads that you put on, I found they didn’t stay put very well and 
am now using a movable kneeling pad. Not only is it much more 
comfortable for the knees but it keeps them clean. No more 
stained knees during gardening season!
• If you need help getting up kneeling/sitting combination 
benches have arm rests for support when rising.
• Purchase smaller watering cans if the 2 gallon typical size 
becomes too heavy or use a watering wand attached to a hose.
• Lighter weight hoses are much easier to drag around the 
garden.
On the whole gardeners are a healthy bunch because we keep 
active. Let’s keep it that way by utilizing some of these adaptive 
suggestions. Happy Gardening!


