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Lentils with cumin vinaigrette
Ingredients:

1 cup green, brown, or red lentils 

2 cups water or vegetable stock 

Cumin vinaigrette: 

1 large shallot, finely chopped. 

1⁄4 cup olive oil 

1 teaspoon ground cumin 

2 tablespoon balsamic vinegar 

1 tablespoon lemon juice 

Pinch cayenne 

Salt and pepper to taste 

Directions:

Place the vegetable stock or water in a large pot with
the lentils.

Cook over high heat until it comes to a boil. Lower
heat to simmer and cover. Cook until lentils are tender
but not mushy—15 minutes to one hour, depending on
the type and size of lentil. Drain and place in a large
bowl. 

Make the vinaigrette by heating the oil in a medium
skillet. Add the shallots and cook on medium heat for
one minute. Add the cumin and cook one minute
more.

Remove from heat and add the vinegar, lemon juice,
cayenne, salt and pepper. Add the vinaigrette to the
warm lentils and stir.

Serving size 1⁄2 cup. Serves 4. Contains 229 calories, 7
of fiber, 8 grams of protein, and 13 grams of fat. View
this at www.youtube.com/channel/
UC15Z_QPup3GDUePqQXXoZvA.

Ready to enjoy a way of eating that is great tasting,
satisfying, and good for you? Then the simple and deli-
cious Mediterranean way of eating may be right for
you. A Mediterranean-style diet is a plant-based food
plan full of delicious and affordable foods that are low
in cholesterol and saturated fats and high in fiber and
omega-3 fatty acids.

Join NC Cooperative Extension in celebrating Med
Month by using the recipes, life hacks, and more from
https://medinsteadofmeds.com/.

Med Instead of Meds is a program and set of re-
sources created by NC State Extension and the NC Di-
vision of Public Health to educate and provide tools
that assist with eating the Med Way. Eating like those
who live in the Mediterranean region has been shown
to promote health. The Mediterranean-Diet has been
extensively studied and is associated with promoting
health and decreasing the risk of many chronic dis-
eases including some forms of cancer, Type 2 diabetes,
and cardiovascular disease. 

Steps to Eating the Med Way: 
h Eat at least 5 servings of fruits and vegetables

each day.
h Replace red meat with plant proteins and lean

proteins, such as beans, legumes, chicken breast, etc.
h Choose whole-grain foods such as oatmeal, qui-

noa, brown rice, and popcorn often.
h Snack on three ounces of nuts and seeds per

week.
h Swap the solid fats like butter and margarine in

your diet for olive oil.
h Use herbs and spices instead of salt to flavor

foods.
h Enjoy seafood at least three times per week.
h Be physically active. Aim for at least 150 minutes

per week.
h Drink red wine (this is optional).
h Limit yourself to no more than three servings per

week of sweets and sugar-sweetened beverages.
Ready to see if the Mediterranean-Style Diet works

for you? Last winter the Family and Consumer Sci-
ences program offered the program to over 100 partici-
pants in New Hanover and Brunswick County. If you
are interested in learning more about the program or
being added to the wait list contact Meghan Lassiter,
meghan_lassiter@ncsu.edu. 

Meghan Lassiter is the Family and Consumer Sci-
ences Agent at the NC Cooperative Extension- Bruns-
wick County Center. She can be reached at 910-253-
1620 or meghan_lassiter@ncsu.edu. 

Celebrate Mediterranean Diet Month

Megan Lassiter
Guest columnist

Salmon fillet with lentils and carrots.
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Carrie Sachse’s 3 tips for a killer
kitchen garden 
1. Just grow what you like and don’t succumb to
pressure. If you don’t use herbs, don’t grow them. If
you don’t like tomatoes, don’t grow them. 

2. Experiment with your garden. Approach it with the
attitude that whatever will be will be. Ultimately,
nature is in control, and you can learn so much from
observing it and have a lot of fun in the process.

3. A kitchen garden is functional to supplement your
cooking, but it’s also an oasis. Appreciate it for its
beauty.

tolerate average extreme winter low temperatures. 
“It’s such an Erie thing to complain about the

weather, but our climate is not that bad,” said Carrie
Sachse, owner of the half-acre, center-city French
Street Farm. “We do get a lot of snow, but I talk to farm-
ers everywhere and the more I do, the more I realize
that 6b is temperate.”

This year, Sachse said, overwintered rosemary
would have survived, though an extended cold snap
would have threatened the perennial herb. “With little
effort, we can successfully overwinter lots of stuff
such as cabbage, greens (and) a lot of root vegetables.”

It’s all about the herbs

Climate is an important consideration when plan-
ning a kitchen garden, Sachse said, but so is personal
preference.

“People should grow what they like to eat. The ideal
kitchen garden is one that you enjoy and use,” Sachse
said. “The ideal is to have plants that hold in the gar-
den and are cut-and-come-again varieties, not the
kind you grow all summer and harvest once.”

That philosophy holds for the mainstay of any
kitchen garden, the tomato.

“I prefer indeterminate varieties, the vining varie-
ties. The most common tomato varieties you see in
stores are bush-type plants that give up all their fruit
at once,” Sachse said. “Vining tomatoes, including
most heirloom varieties, produce fruits at a trickle over
the season.” 

“Herbs are what a kitchen garden is all about,”
Sachse said. “They’re such a luxury. In a kitchen gar-
den anyone can get a year’s supply of their favorite
herb for the price of a bottle of dried herbs from the
grocery store. I love cutting and drying so that I can
have it all year.”

A mix of annual and perennial herbs is ideal, she
said, but cautioned that patience is necessary.

“Perennials such as lemon balm, thyme, sage, oreg-
ano and lavender can take two or three years to be es-

tablished,” Sachse said, “but they’re one of the first
things to return in the spring and that makes you hap-
py.” 

The fragrant, verdant bloom of a kitchen garden in
spring is always a delight, but this year, it might feel
more like a blessing. Bon appetit! 

Garden
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The gardening world has a tried-and-true formula
for the perfect window box: a thriller, a filler and a spill-
er. You simply can’t go wrong with a tall red geranium
amid a tranquil bed of white impatiens and cascading
vines of ivy. 

But maybe you’re an experienced window box gar-
dener looking to try something different. Or maybe
you’re sticking close to home this spring and summer
and you need a new pandemic project. How about a
window box filled with succulents like aloes and eche-
verias, or edibles like herbs and nasturtiums, or even
carnivorous varieties like Venus fly traps and pitcher
plants? 

Whether you’re a newbie or an old hand, here are
some expert tips on window-box basics, as well as
ideas for unusual themes. 

Location and safety

Window boxes aren’t just for window sills. They can
sit on porches, patios, or front steps, or even add color
to the side of a drab shed. 

For apartment-dwellers, window boxes are a won-
derful way to garden without outdoor space. “But safe-
ty first: People do get killed by falling window boxes,”
says Nina Browne, community program manager at
New York’s Brooklyn Botanic Garden. 

Just as you would with an air conditioner, make
sure your window boxes are secured so they can’t fall
or blow down in a storm. Because of these potential
hazards, window boxes are sometimes prohibited by
landlords, building associations and property insur-
ers. An indoor window box makes a fine alternative. 

Light and water

Before choosing plants, evaluate your window box
location for light and moisture. Window boxes dry out
faster than in-ground plants, so they need a lot of wa-
tering, especially if south-facing. But a window box
flush against an exterior wall may be more sheltered
from rain than a flowerbed in your yard.

Browne says one of her greatest triumphs as a gar-
dener is a beautiful window box in a north-facing, full-
shade spot. She gets a lush, full look using coleus, cala-
dium and oxalis, which all have foliage in burgundies
and greens with interesting patterns and shapes.

Sweet potato vines serve as spillers. 
How about succulents? They do best in south- or

west-facing windows, according to Matthew Pottage,
curator of the Royal Horticultural Society Garden Wis-
ley in Surrey, England. His window box full of drought-
tolerant plants has “survived the wet and cold of Lon-
don for some seven years.” 

The classic approach

Steph Green, owner of Contained Creations in Rich-
mond, Virginia, is an advocate of the classic thriller-
filler-spiller approach. “I love the layers of color and
texture,” she says. 

Noting that window boxes are usually seen only
from the front and sides, Green centers her tallest
plant flush against the back of the box, then adds fillers
to the left, right and front. Spillers are tucked along the
perimeter, leaving room to “grow and cascade over the
edges.”

For a sunny spot, Green’s favorite thrillers are Kim-
berly queen fern, dwarf Alberta spruce, and sago palm;
for fillers, boxwood, dusty miller, pentas, sunPatiens
and dipladenia; and for spillers, sweet potato vine,
mezoo, dichondra silver falls, dwarf morning glory, fan
flower and petunias. 

For shade, she likes the Kimberly queen fern and
Dracaena lemon lime as thrillers; boxwood, coral bells,
fancy leaf caladium and impatiens as fillers; and

creeping Jenny, dead nettle, English ivy and variegat-
ed Swedish ivy for spillers. 

Not your grandparents’ 
window box

You’ll find 16 different window-box concepts in
“How to Window Box,” by Chantal Aida Gordon and
Ryan Benoit, who also run The Horticult website. Their
woodlands theme box uses bleeding heart, hosta and
columbine; an indoor “jungle box” includes monstera
and elephant’s ear; and a “Southern belle” box mixes
foxglove, snapdragon, sweet potato vines and dusty
miller. 

A “tiny island” design is “full of bromeliads, really
colorful, like a little trip to Hawaii,” Gordon said. “We
even built a tiny trellis for air plants. It’s definitely not
your grandparents’ window box.” 

The ‘wow’ factor

What gives some window boxes their “wow” factor
while others are just so-so? Maintenance is part of the
difference, says Benoit. “People who have really nice
window boxes are cutting off dead, spent leaves and
blooms,” Benoit said. They’re also watering a lot and
“changing things up a lot. Some plants are only going
to look good for one season.” 

That means replacing spring tulips and hyacinths
with petunias and zinnias in summer, followed by
mums and flowering kale come fall. And don’t let
quick-growing plants like coleus and impatiens get too
leggy. 

To remedy window-box blahs, Benoit offers this
hack: Take a bright cut flower from your backyard or a
florist’s bouquet, insert the stem in a slender tube
filled with water, and tuck it in amid your window box
plants. 

Hey neighbor, I like your window box

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden runs an annual
“Greenest Block in Brooklyn” contest. This year, BBG is
promoting window boxes as a way for neighbors to
“garden together” while remaining socially distant.

“We are not looking for professional gardening,”
says Browne. “We’re looking for creativity, love, neigh-
borliness. One person tries something, and suddenly
their neighbor is saying, ‘That’s really nice, how did
you do that?’”

Going beyond the traditional window box 
Beth Harpaz 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Drought-tolerant succulents in a window box in
London. MATTHEW POTTAGE 


