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HOME&GARDEN

My fascination with 
plants was fostered by 
spending time in the 

garden with my grandfather as 
he worked the rocky Ozark soils 
to produce food. Asparagus, 
tomatoes, and cucumbers were 
abundant with his instincts 
and green thumb. Granddad 
taught me how to carefully use 
thumbnail and forefinger to 
pluck strawberries while leav-
ing the hat on to keep the berry 
fresh. The clothesline post did 
dual duty as a pole bean trellis; 
I was in charge of picking the 
lower half. The rhubarb patch 
was enhanced every spring 
with horse manure bedding. 
Mama Midge’s strawberry 
rhubarb pie was the perfect 
reward for a boy’s earthy work. 
I was very lucky to receive 
this experiential training.

This past week brought some 
good news for potential local 
food producing learners in our 
region. A grant was awarded 
from the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s new 
Office of Urban Agriculture 
and Innovation Produc-
tion (UAIP) to the Cape Fear 
region’s venerable Feast Down 
East organization https://
www.feastdowneast.org/ to 
plan a community learning 
farm. The mission of the farm 
will be to provide programming 
that generates a pipeline for 
future farmers from communi-
ties that would not otherwise 
have opportunities to explore a 
career in agriculture. Reducing 
barriers across all ages is key 
to opening up the possibility 
and providing necessary sup-
port; urban farming is feasible, 
attainable and profitable.

To instill a lifelong love of 
good food and better under-
standing of where it comes 
from, the learning farm will 
work with local youth and fam-
ily organizations to bring chil-
dren to the farm for field trips, 
afterschool programs, and 
special events. Ideally some 
of those students will eventu-
ally become involved in youth 
employment opportunities at 

the farm, which will offer not 
only agricultural education, 
but widely transferable job 
skills. For those who express 
an interest in pursuing a career 
in farming, the more advanced 
business management train-
ing program for aspiring 
farmers will provide the next 
step toward incubating new 
urban agriculture businesses.

The UAIP funds will sup-
port the planning process for 
this mission. Feast Down East 
is working in partnership with 
a local farmer, Rob Collins and 
several other organizations 
including N.C. Cooperative 
Extension. The primary focus 
of the planning process will be 
to develop a strategic imple-
mentation plan, grounded 
in a feasibility study and 
assessment activities involv-
ing key stakeholder groups. 
Asset mapping will identify 
partnerships and available 
resources, a community needs 
assessment will determine 
opportunities for respon-
sive programming and initial 
participant recruitment, and 
research will be conducted 
on local ordinances regard-
ing innovative urban farming 
practices. A site development 

plan will be created with input 
from a variety of techni-
cal support providers with 
expertise in construction and 
engineering, environmental 
conservation, urban agri-
culture, and public policy.

The outcome of this plan-
ning phase will be a written 
plan for the development of 
both the physical site and 
the programming that will 
create access and opportu-
nities for the community, 
especially people who live in 
food deserts and face greater 
barriers to involvement in 
producing and consum-
ing fresh, healthy foods.

I was so lucky to have a 
grandfather teach me to grow 
food; I’m pleased that N.C. 
Cooperative Extension can 
work with this partnership 
to teach others in our com-
munity these useful skills.

Lloyd Singleton is director of 
the N.C. Cooperative Exten-
sion Center for New Hanover 
County, located at the Arbo-
retum, 6206 Oleander Drive. 
Reach him at lsingleton@
nhcgov.com or 910-798-7660. 
The Arboretum is free and open 
every day from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

G R O W  W I T H  E X T E N S I O N

Community learning farm 
coming to Cape Fear region

Planning for a community learning farm is underway in the Cape Fear 
region. [COURTESY OF ROBERT COLLINS]

By Norman Winter
Tribune News Service

There is a Quick Fire, 
summer crescendo happen-
ing in Columbus, Ga. Quick 
Fire hydrangea has put the 
spark back in summer-
tired gardens and brought 
a touch of magic to mixed 
containers. The Garden 
Guy’s comfort zone has 
once again been challenged 
by James, my color design 
guru and son.

James works with hun-
dreds of mixed containers, 
and is fearless when it 
comes to incorporat-
ing shrubs in the design, 
including those that are 
deciduous. He will also 
remove most of those when 
seasonal change out comes, 
whether it’s the transition 
from summer to winter, or 
winter to summer.

This year he decided 
to use Proven Winners 
Quick Fire hydrangea in 
mixed containers. Most of 
the patrons at The Land-
ings Shopping Center had 
no idea a hydrangea was 
planted in these containers. 
The hydrangea was simply 
a backdrop for all of the 
colorful annuals.

As August rolled around 
the hydrangeas that had 
been virtually unnoticed 
since April started creat-
ing those magic moments. 
Quick Fire has the ability 
to reach 8 feet by 8 feet at 
maturity. But that happens 
over time — and not a worry 
with a smaller plant set in 
this temporary home.

Once blooms com-
menced, James called 
me and said “Dad, you 
need to see this.” Quick 
Fire’s blossoms, which 
also have fertile flowers, 
were attracting pollina-
tors. Though at a shopping 
center, in this setting Quick 
Fire was part of a habitat-
type combination with 
Luscious Royale Cosmo 
lantana, Truffula Pink 
gomphrena and Blue Boa 
agastache.

The Garden Guy is all 
about pollinators, so this 
container instantly won my 
heart. But a container that 
looked like it belonged in a 
Victorian cottage garden was 
the one that had the Garden 
Guy mesmerized. There was 

not a plant in the container 
that said European or Victo-
rian Cottage but the overall 
appearance screamed it.

First the large container 
had an iron Victorian style 
tower in the dead center 
that was adorned with a 
pink mandevilla whose 
blossoms had a unique 
antique rose appearance. 
Intermingled with the 
white, Quick Fire blossoms 
and mandevilla, was Rockin 
Fuchsia salvia, and Truffula 
Pink gomphrena.

A plant like Quick Fire 
hydrangea really allows you 
to use it in any style you 
desire. 

In another part of the 
shopping center it was 
combined with Alocasia 
elephant ears for a tropi-
cal motif. Though grabbing 
some cut flowers would be 
frowned upon at a shopping 
center, the partnership with
Meteor Showers verbena 
was a tempting bouquet. 
Don’t forget, Lime Light 
that many think of as the 
grand daddy Hydrangea 
paniculata, was an Associa-
tion of Specialty Cut Flower 
Growers cut flower of the 
year. So it stands to reason 
they all should work in the 
vase.

If a hydrangea in a mixed 
container sparks some 
interest, but temporary 
not so much, then con-
sider Proven Winner dwarf 
varieties like Little Lime, 
Bobo and the new Fire Light 
Tidbit. In 2021 Proven 
Winners is introducing the 
dwarf Fire Light Tidbit, 
Quick Fire Fab and Lime-
light Prime.

The Garden Guy recently 
planted Fire Light Tidbit, 
and Limelight Prime in a 
new bed and combined with 
Pugster Amethyst and Miss 
Molly buddleias. I then 
added a touch of chartreuse 
with Everillo carex grass. 
Though it’s early the look is 
already making me feel like 
dancing.

Not many plants offer so 
many design opportuni-
ties in the landscape, on 
the porch, patio or deck in 
mixed containers and of 
course the creative ele-
ments once brought indoors
for the vase. I hope you 
will put them to use in your 
garden too!

Quick Fire hydrangea 
blossoms a crescendo 
for summer landscapes

Lloyd Singleton

By Melissa Rayworth
The Associated Press

Without warning last 
spring, millions of parents 
found themselves working 
from home while their kids 
attempted to do schoolwork 
under the same roof. The 
changes happened so quickly 
that families — especially 
those short on space — could 
only make the best of it with 
hastily arranged solutions.

Nearly six months later, 
many interior designers 
are helping clients make 
more considered decorat-
ing changes, big and small, to 
serve the whole family during 
the new school year.

Interior designer Everick 
Brown says a priority for his 
clients in the suburbs outside 
New York City has been find-
ing enough quiet space and 
privacy to effectively work, 
study and take Zoom calls.

We all used to want a room 
with a view, says Brown. 
“Now everybody’s just 
searching for a room with a 
door.”

He’s also focusing on health 
and wellness: A portable 
standing desk can easily be 

moved from room to room so 
family members can share it 
when one needs a break from 
sitting.

There are also desktop risers 
that turn any desk or even the 
kitchen table into a standing 
desk for part of the day.

For families with younger 
kids, New Jersey-based 
interior designer Linda Kitson 
suggests finding a work table 
and chair scaled to a child’s 
size, just as elementary school 
would have. Properly sized 
seating lets kids sit with their 
feet on the floor, which may 
help them concentrate and 
stay on task.

If a low table and small chair 
aren’t available, try placing a 
stool or sturdy box under the 
table to create a solid resting 
place for little feet.

For adults, too, ergonomics 
matters: Be sure to use a desk 
or table and chair at the right 
height, so your feet can rest 
solidly on the floor and your 
back is supported.

Sometimes the answer is 
using a room in a completely 
new way.

Kitson has a client with two 
daughters who each had their 
own bedroom. They’ve now 

moved the two kids into one 
room — letting them choose 
a new paint color together 
to make the space feel like it 
belongs to both of them — 
and put desks in the other 
bedroom to create a shared 
classroom.

It’s a temporary shift 
that can easily be undone if 
normal schooling resumes 
soon. In the meantime, it 
allows both girls to spend 
their school day in a space 
with plenty of natural light 
and a view out a window, 
rather than tucked away in a 
basement playroom.

And even if an entire room 
can’t be repurposed, there 
are ways to give each family 
member a workspace that 
serves them. It doesn’t have 
to be large: “48 inches wide 
by 24 inches deep is about 
all you need to accommo-
date notes and a pencil, and 
your laptop or iPad, and then 
a desk light,” Brown says. 
“What we’re really looking at 
is basically a 4-foot-by-4-
foot space.”

Some families might 
find that working near one 
another, rather than in 
separate rooms, is better 

— especially those with young 
kids who may need some 
assistance with technology 
during the day.

“A lot of times when kids 
are left to their own devices 
or in their own room, they 
get distracted really easily,” 
says New York-based inte-
rior designer Jenny Dina 
Kirschner. “So sometimes it 
is nice to have that communal 
working space.”

For one client in Brooklyn, 

Kirschner carved out an open 
workspace within a living 
room by placing a desk along 
the back of the sofa. With 
ample shelving and closed 
storage along the wall behind 
the desk, this section of the 
living room becomes a micro-
office that blends with the 
decor of the rest of the room.

While kitchen tables can be 
practical workspaces, there 
can be a downside to this 
solution.

A room with a view? We’re looking for one with a door

Although writing desks or small tables in living rooms may have served 
a mainly decorative purpose in the past, interior designer Everick Brown 
says they can be easily repurposed as an extra home workspace for kids or 
parents this fall, as seen here. [EVERICK BROWN/EVERICK BROWN DESIGN VIA AP]


