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HOME&GARDEN

Camellias are the pret-
tiest shrubbery that 
I grow and the flow-

ers are exquisite. During the 
winter months, when little 
else is blooming, camellias 
take center stage with their 
striking blooms set against 
dark, glossy green leaves 
that shine in the winter sun.   
The blooms come in a range 
of colors and shapes, and if 
you choose wisely, you can 
have plants that bloom from 
October to April, depending 
on where you live of course.  
Today Camellias are not only 
grown in the south but as far 
north as Oyster Bay, New 
York, and USDA zone 6.    

I grew up in the Sandhills of 
North Carolina where camel-
lias were one of the staples 
in most yards. Mother had 
many different varieties; 
some were blush pink and 
other were deep red, pearly 
white and combinations 
in-between. She had variet-
ies that had simple blooms 
like a wild rose and others 
that resembled peonies.    

When I married and moved 
away, I yearned to have these 
lovely flowers in our garden 
during the winter months 
when little else was flower-
ing. I wanted different colors 
and shapes and ones that 
bloomed at different times 
so that I could bring them 
in the house all winter and 
enjoy them on the dinner table 
as my Mother had done.   

I planted several bushes 
in the yard around the 
house and two in an area 
near some woods. The ones 
closer to the house did 
not perform as well as the 
ones closer to the woods. I 
learned the hard way why.   

We live on top of a hill 
where the wind comes off of 
the North Carolina moun-
tains.  I did not know camel-
lias do not like strong winds. 
The few I had planted below 
the house at the edge of the 
woods, where they were 
protected from blistering 
winter winds was a better 
place to grow them. Camellias 
also do not like full sun and 
I learned that some varieties 
are hardier than others.  Some 
of the varieties I had sceen at 
camellias shows that have big, 
ribbon-winning blooms, grew 
best in warmer conditions or 
in very protected locations. 
However, there are plenty of 
beautiful camellia that grow 
where I live and also varieties 
that will grow quite far north.   

Camellias are quite versa-
tile plants. They are grown in 
hedges, espaliered on walls, 
and used as specimen plants 
in the garden. They look 
lovely in a formal garden, 
and glow in the woodland 
setting. You can find variet-
ies that will grow quite tall 
over time and others that 
are shorter. There are ones 
that have a very columnar 
shape that will fit nicely into 
a smaller space and others 
that grow low and wide. 

Camellias have exquisite 
blooms that decorate the 
bushes in a time when few 
other plants are in flow-
ers. ‘Debutant’ and ‘October 
Affair’ are the first to bloom in 
my garden, showing off their 
flowers before Thanksgiv-
ing. Others follow along after 
Christmas and some continue 
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Every spring, I look for-
ward to the return birdsong 
resounding through the trees 
in my backyard. One famil-
iar songbird that I delight in 
seeing is the chatty, plump 
bodied Carolina wren. Rusty 
brown on their backs with a 
cinnamon-colored under-
side, wrens are a familiar 
sight foraging among brush 
piles and low shrubs in 
suburban areas. Carolina 
wrens have a distinctive 
white stripe above their eye 
and a narrow long tail that 
they often hold upwards 
at a jaunty angle. Though 
small in size and often shy, 
you can hear their loud 
tweedle, tweedle, tweedle 
song ringing from tree to 
tree as male and female pairs 
defend their territory.

Wrens typically nest in 
tree cavities, but near resi-
dential areas they will build 
nests in the most unlikely 
of places: hanging planters, 
light fixtures, mailboxes, 
you name it. I once found 
a nest in an old mop lean-
ing against the back of the 
house. I had no idea it was 
there until I went to move 
the mop and was startled by 
a tiny brown rocket flying 
out at me. Some birds do not 
like to have humans close to 
their nests, but wrens don’t 
seem to mind much. At the 
yearly Extension Master 
Gardener Plant Sale, our 
volunteer carpenters sell 
lovely bird houses made 
from recycled lumber and 
display them for sale near 
the picnic area at the New 

Hanover County Arboretum.  
A plucky male wren took 
advantage of the free real 
estate during one memorable 
plant sale and built his nest 
despite hundreds of people 
shopping nearby. The little 
wren couple zipped in and 
out paying no mind to any-
one. We ended up leaving 
the nest box there and you 
can still see it today in the 
Arboretum’s Herb Garden.

After laying five-six white 
and brown eggs, both par-
ents work to bring food to 
their nestlings. Like most 
songbirds, wrens are insec-
tivorous during most or all of 
their lives (especially when 
raising their young which 
require the protein). In the 
winter they will also forage 
for berries and small fruits.

Though songbirds like 
wrens are a common sight, 
the survival of birds as a 
whole is under increasing 
threat. A 2019 study in the 
journal Science reported a 
29% decline in bird breed-
ing populations in the US 

Sharing the backyard with wildlife

Carolina wren [COURTESY OF JEFF HALL]

Native shrubs like beautyberry can provide cover and late season 
food for birds and other wildlife. [CONTRIBUTED PHOTO]
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Deep into this pan-
demic winter, it can be 
hard to remember what a 
refuge gardens were last 
spring and summer.

In those frightening early 
days of COVID-19, vic-
tory gardens and household 
vegetable plots sprang up 
all over. Seed companies 
reported shortages. Hard-
ware stores saw a run on 
garden tools. Millions found 
comfort, release and a sense 
of safety outdoors with 
their hands in the dirt.

That feels like a long time 
ago. We dreaded this winter, 
and we weren’t wrong: Janu-
ary was the deadliest month 
yet from the virus. Politi-
cal violence shook Ameri-
cans’ sense of security and 
shared purpose. Businesses 
and household incomes are 
struggling. And the human 
interactions that might help 
us process all this anxiety 
and grief are discouraged.

Yet the garden is still 
there, hunkering down too. 
And it can still help. Even in 
winter, it can provide solace, 
inspiration and perspective. 
Fresh air. And an assur-
ance that spring is coming.

“From December to 
March, there are for many of 
us three gardens — the gar-
den outdoors, the garden of 
pots and bowls in the house, 
and the garden of the mind’s 

eye,” Katherine S. White, an 
editor and writer at The New 
Yorker and an avid gardener, 
wrote several decades ago.

As we round the bend 
into February, and with 
the hope that vaccines 
will bring real change, all 
three of those gardens 
offer a promise of light.

THE GARDEN 
OUTDOORS

To the eye, there's little 
in a winter garden that 
can compare to spring and 
summer’s binge-worthy 
drama of growing, bloom-
ing and buzzing. Only the 
most serious gardeners (or 

those in warmer climates) 
can keep the growing going 
outside, using cold frames, 
fabric or plastic tunnels, 
and other techniques.

But there are smaller joys 
to be had. The trees’ bare 
branches make for beautiful 

In an anxious winter, the 
garden still off ers consolation

Vegetable seedlings and citrus plants appear in pots, jars and cans on a ledge inside a home in 
Westchester County, N.Y. on Feb. 4, 2021. Deep into this pandemic winter, it can be hard to remember what 
a refuge gardens were for many people last spring and summer. But even in winter the garden can provide 
comfort and perspective.  [AP PHOTO/JULIA RUBIN]
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and Canada.  That’s a loss of 
almost 3 billion birds from 
1970 to 2017. The researchers 
from Cornell Lab of Ornithol-
ogy point to habitat loss as 
one of driving factors of this 
decline. There are a number 
of things we can do to help, 
including creating habitat in 
our own backyards to support 
wildlife. Native trees, grasses, 
and shrubs provide cover, 
nest sites, and food for birds. 
These native plants commonly 

harbor butterfly and moth 
caterpillars essential for 
the diets of many birds.

If you are interested in 
creating a sustainable and 
diverse ecosystem where 
you live, NC Cooperative 
Extension will be hosting an 
online Backyard Sustain-
ability series this spring. 

Classes will cover native 
plants for wildlife, creat-
ing a pollinator garden, trees 
for resiliency and more. 
You’ll also learn ways to 
manage the waste that we 
produce through compost-
ing, how to recycle right, 
and reducing food waste. 

Classes will be held virtu-
ally on Wednesday evenings 
starting March 10. For more 
information or to sign up for 
the class series, visit https://
brunswick.ces.ncsu.edu/
backyard-sustainability/.

The Arboretum is free 
and open to the public every 
day from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. It 
is located at 6206 Olean-
der Drive in Wilmington. 

Amy Mead is the NC Coop-
erative Extension Area Natu-
ral Resources Agent for the 
Brunswick, Pender, and New 
Hanover Counties.  Reach 
her at afmead@ncsu.edu.
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Native trees, grasses and shrubs provide cover nest sites and food for 
birds.

blooming until mid-spring. 
Some blooms are small and 
some can be quite large, 4 
inches or more. Though frost 
might damage the opened 
flowers, the unopened buds 
will bounce back and open 
to their full glory. Some 
plants flower all at once giv-
ing a profusion of blooms 
and there are others that 
bloom over a longer period 
of time with less of a dra-
matic show. They can bloom 
early, mid or late season 
between November to April. 

Now, here are some sugges-
tions about growing camellias 
that might help you be suc-
cessful. Camellias demand an 
acidic soil, conditions that are 
similar to the conditions that 
rhododendron and Mt. Laurel 
like, soil high in humus and 
moisture. Plus, the soil must 
drain well. Camellias do not 
want to have wet feet as they 
might get root rot.   They like 
to have moisture but just not 
soggy.  They also like a half 
day of sun and filtered light is 
best. We have some tall pines 
and they do quite well under 
the shade of these trees.    

Camellias like to be fed 
when their growth starts, 

usually in early April. Granu-
lar fertilizers do a good job of 
feeding the plants, as do other 
fertilizers like cottonseed 
meal and Holly Tone. I use a 
mixture of cottonseed meal, 
de-hydrated cow manure and 
a little Epson salt because 
it contains other nutrients 
that are released over a long 
period of time and this mix-
ture does not burn the roots. 
If you use 10-10-10, broad-
cast it around the base and 
not too much at one time.   

People ask me if camellias 
are deer resistant. It is rare 
but I have seen them eat the 
new tender growth. I plant 
small plants and often put 
a black netting around the 
plants the first year. Once 
the leaves are more mature, 
deer do not bother them.     

Camellias are a jewel in the 
garden and if they like their 
location, they will live a long 
time, out living you. I have 
seen a bush in China that is 
said to be more than 500 years 
old.  Camellias are truly the 
jewel of the winter garden 
and said to be the “sophis-
tic of the plant world”. 

Betty Montgomery is a mas-
ter gardener and author of 
“Hydrangeas: How To Grow, 
Cultivate & Enjoy,” and “A 
Four-Season Southern Gar-
den.” She can be reached at 
bmontgomery40@gmail.com.
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A collection of camellias with Daphne and magnolia leaves.

Camellia named ‘Twin’ from Betty Montgomery’s garden. [BETTY 

MONTGOMERY PHOTO]

This is an old time camellia 
called ‘Pink Perfection’ [BETTY 

MONTGOMERY PHOTO]

silhouettes, and better views 
of birds and sunsets. Land-
scape photographer Larry 
Lederman, author of the 
recent book “Garden Por-
traits,” recommends getting 
to know your garden better 
in the winter, when “every-
thing is bare and you can see 
the bones of the landscape.”

More significantly, gar-
dens remind us that winter 
is just one season in a cycle. 
Death is everywhere in a 
garden, all year round, but 
it makes rebirth possible. 
The species keep going.

“The return of spring each 
year can be endlessly relied 
on, and in (plants) not dying 
when we die, we have a sense 
of goodness going forward,” 
Sue Stratis-Smith writes in 
her new book, “The Well-
Gardened Mind: The Restor-
ative Power of Nature.”

“This,” she says, “is 
the garden's most endur-
ing consolation.”'

Of course, the constancy 
of the seasons these days 
can't be taken for granted as 
in the past. So winter is also 
a good time for reevaluat-
ing our own yard-size battles 
against climate change. We 
can start or continue com-
posting. And we can research 
services, products and 
methods to help make next 
year’s garden — and those 
beyond — more sustainable.

THE GARDEN INDOORS

Houseplants are hot now, 
and Instagram is full of plant 
influencers posting photos.

New technologies make it 
easier to grow plants any-
where indoors, with or with-
out soil. The plants offer not 
only beauty, but the rewards 
of caring for living things 
and seeing them grow.

Indoor vegetable garden-
ing, too, has become espe-
cially popular both as a food 

source and as a family activ-
ity. For instance, you can buy 
organic mini-farms in Mason 
jars, cans and boxes — all 
intended for the windowsill. 
You can grow mushrooms 
in their cardboard box with 
just a spritzer, or set up a 
large jar of tomatoes add-
ing nothing but water.

Sales of backyard green-
houses and grow lights are 
up, and seed companies are 
already reporting another 
year of high demand. Johnny’s 
Selected Seeds, a high-end, 
mail-order seller based in 
Winslow, Maine, recently 
suspended orders from home 
gardeners temporarily, say-
ing that because of COVID, 
order volume “has exceeded 
our capacity to pack seed 

and to ship orders quickly.”
Some gardeners have 

already started planting the 
seeds of cold-weather veg-
etables in flats indoors — see-
ing the sprouts of cabbage, 
onions, spinach and more. In 
just a couple months, per-
haps, they can think about 
transplanting them outdoors 
if they have the space.

As the Vermont Bean 
Seed Company says in its 
2021 spring catalog: “In 
each seed and seed-bearing 
fruit, there is a promise 
of a new beginning.”

THE GARDEN OF THE 
MIND’S EYE

Which brings us to the 
third garden: the one 

we imagine and plan.
“I shall never have the 

garden I have in my mind, 
but that for me is the joy of 
it; certain things can never 
be realized and so all the 
more reason to attempt 
them,'” the author/gardener 
Jamaica Kincaid once said.

The new seed catalogs 
carry the promise that, this 
year, you can make your 
garden better. Maybe that 
means converting more lawn 
to flowers and vegetables, 
choosing more native plants, 
reducing water use, putting 
in paths and water features. 
A garden is never finished.

Planning it is creative and 

hopeful. And as our second 
pandemic spring approaches, 
those hopes are being buoyed 
by the rollout of vaccines, too.

As Amanda Gorman said in 
her inauguration poem last 
month, in a shoutout to Lin-
Manuel Miranda, who was 
quoting George Washington 
and Alexander Hamilton, 
who were quoting the Bible: 
“Everyone shall sit under their 
own vine, and fig tree, And no 
one shall make them afraid.”

The garden as metaphor 
for peace, safety, prosper-
ity, calm. Not a bad place 
for the mind's eye to rest, 
particularly in this most 
unsettling of winters.

GARDEN
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Vegetable seedlings and citrus plants appear in pots, jars and cans on 
a ledge inside a home in Westchester County, N.Y. on Feb. 4, 2021. Deep 
into this pandemic winter, it can be hard to remember what a refuge 
gardens were for many people last spring and summer. But even in 
winter the garden can provide comfort and perspective.  [AP PHOTO/JULIA 

RUBIN]

This May 24, 2020 photo shows a spring garden outside of a home in 
Westchester Country, N.Y. [AP PHOTO/JULIA RUBIN]


