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RSF whiz kid competes on NBC's 'Genius Junior'
BY KAREN BILLING
ancho Santa Fe’s Christopher
Lee showed off some serious
brainpower on the NBC show
“Genius Junior.” The new NBC show
hosted by Neil Patrick Harris shines a
light on America’s brightest and
quick-witted youngsters, including
11-year-old Christopher who has an IQ
of 153.
Christopher made his debut on the
show’s April 8 episode when his team
“99 Problems But Brains Ain’t One”
won its heat, including $35,000 and a
chance to move on to the semi-finals.
The semi-final will air on Sunday, May
6 at 9 p.m., when Christopher’s team
will match up against “Geeks on
Fleek,” which includes another young
San Diego genius Michi Synn, a
Carmel Valley fifth grader.
NBC sought out Christopher for the
show as he has been a member of
Mensa since he was 6 years old. Mom
Shannon Lee said they had
Christopher’s IQ tested young at the
encouragement of his teachers. With
his high IQ, traditional school was not
challenging enough for him and he
could skip several grades, so his parents
decided to home school him so he
could learn at his own pace. At this
point he has completed all middle
school and high school math and
science classes already but maturity
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Rancho Santa Fe's Christopher Lee, far right, competes on "Genius
Junior" with teammates Lance and Silvia.

“Genius Junior” host Neil Patrick
Harris with Christopher Lee.

wise, he is still only 11.
The family works with an education
specialist and he takes online courses
from Stanford University. His parents
work to keep him social and around
his peers with groups such as San
Diego Math Circle and debate
team—he has shown a talent for public
speaking and came in first in last year’s
San Diego County Fair speech contest.
“Math is my strongest subject and
I’m absolutely obsessed with chess,”
said Christopher, who also closely

future goal is to “become a tycoon and
buy the moon” but closer to earth his
goals are “Harvard of course” and he
would also like to work in the field of
artificial intelligence, to help make life
easier for people while also ensuring
robots don’t take over the world.
NBC cast 36 kids for “Genius Junior”
and divided them into 12 teams of
three to compete.
Christopher’s team includes
11-year-old Lance from Lafayette Hill,
SEE GENIUS, A22

follows the stock market, “I like
numbers and I like watching money
grow.”
Christopher is also an accomplished
fencer, which he considers “physical
chess” because of the amount of
strategy involved to outsmart
opponents. He trains two hours a day
with the San Diego Fencing team,
competes regularly in national
competitions and is top ranked in his
age group.
On the show, Christopher said his

Barton wins RSF
School District
special election
BY KAREN BILLING
Thomas Barton won the
special election for the Rancho
Santa Fe School District board.
The results from the San Diego
County Registrar of Voters are
not yet official but Barton
received 48.96 percent of the
vote, with Jon Yonemitsu
behind him with 38.51 percent.
A total of five candidates vied
for one seat following a recall
petition in opposition to the
board’s appointment process
following the resignation of
board member Marti Ritto last
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year.
“I'm thrilled with the results
of the election.The spirit so
many members of this
community exhibited during
this special election is a
testament to our strong
collective commitment to
educational excellence,” said
Barton. “I look forward to
collaborating with the other
board members to represent the
entire community and ensure
that our district is putting its
valuable time and resources to
the most effective use.”

RSF District surveys
parents, hosts open
forums on LCAP

Thomas Barton
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A California native, Barton
moved to Rancho Santa Fe with
his wife in 2013 specifically so
that their three daughters could
attend R. Roger Rowe School.
The girls are currently second,
fourth and sixth grade students.
SEE ELECTION, A22

BY KAREN BILLING
The Rancho Santa Fe
School District is working
to gather input on its Local
Control Accountability
Plan (LCAP). The
document is required by
the state for the district to
show how it will spend
state funding from the
Local Control Funding
Formula but it also
provides an account of the
district’s goals, vision and
values.
More than just checking

off boxes, Superintendent
David Jaffe wants the LCAP
to truly illustrate what the
district is, such as its
robotics team that
competed well against the
top programs in the world,
the gigantic cast of RSF
Players performing in “Bye
Bye Birdie” last week, and
eighth grade students
serving as leaders and
sharing their knowledge
with younger peers at
Science Discovery Day.
SEE SURVEY, A21
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Flower Hill’s ‘Growing Kindness In Sunshine’ shines a light on giving back
BY KAREN BILLING
Flower Hill Promenade has
been refreshed for the spring
and summer with its
“Growing Kindness in
Sunshine” program. Starting
May 1 through August, the
four-month long program
will feature activities,
community and charity
events at the center meant
to promote good and inspire
acts of kindness—not to
mention the
Instagram-worthy art
installations like “Noodling
Around with Color,” a
rainbow-colored canopy
created entirely of
re-purposed pool noodles
and interactive features like
a piano, a Wishing Tree and
“Today I Feel,” encouraging
people to take an emoticon
button from the wall outside
Core Power Yoga.
The center has partnered
with five impactful charities
including Feeding San
Diego, Cake4Kids, Word
Rocks Project, Charity
Wings and Voices of Our
City Choir. Events
throughout the spring and
summer will raise awareness
for and support those
charities.
“Growing Kindness in
Sunshine was created to
celebrate the many acts of
kindness and to
acknowledge those
individuals and groups that
have contributed and make
a difference in our
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Wishes in bottles on the Wishing Tree.
community,” said Rose
Jabin, longtime manager of
Flower Hill. “It was designed
to provide an incredible
environment where the
community could gather,
explore and be inspired.”
Jeffery Essakow, Flower
Hill’s owner, is looking to
build on the success of last
year’s In Bloom program
that activated the center
with events and filled Flower
Hill with butterflies,
playhouses and namesake
flowers, winning an award
from the California
Landscape Contractors
Association.
“This year we’ve taken it
up a notch,” Essakow said.
“We’ve all witnessed and
seen the tragedies and chaos
throughout the country so

we thought this year we’d
do something different. We
developed the concept of
Growing Kindness in
Sunshine, the concept that
sunshine is to flowers what
kindness is to humanity.”
Essakow hopes the good
created at Flower Hill will
permeate throughout the
community and spread the
“consciousness of kindness.”
“We can all play our little
role in making this a better
world in which to live. They
say every 10,000 mile
journey starts with one
small step,” Essakow said.
“We want Flower Hill right
here in Del Mar to be the
first step to create this
world.”
This year Essakow is
celebrating the 25th
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A Feeding San Diego garden was created at Flower Hill Promenade for the “Growing
Kindness in Sunshine” program.
anniversary of the charity he
co-founded with Bob
Babbitt, the Challenged
Athletes Foundation (CAF).
The effort started out by just
wanting to help one friend
who was injured to buy a
quadriplegic accessible van.
CAF has now grown to over
$100 million in donations,
including a record 2,806
grants this year to give
people with challenges the

tools they need to pursue
active and healthy lifestyles.
Growing Kindness in
Sunshine, much like last
year’s In Bloom, is also an
extended effort toward
transforming Flower Hill to
combat the ever-growing
shift in retail.
“With the onslaught of
Amazon and internet
retailers, it’s made it very

difficult for shopping
centers like this…We as
landlords have to reinvent
themselves and do
something different,”
Essakow said.
Essakow said his
philosophies include
partnering with tenants,
bringing in new and fresh
ideas not just new retailers
and creating experiences like
SEE ACTIVITIES, B23
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he has with Flower Hill, making it a
destination people want to be. Essakow’s
Protea Properties has been tapped to reinvent
Seaport Village in a similar way.
“It’s not just about filling a space, it’s about
fulfilling an experience,” he said, noting
additions like the children’s play area, games
and gathering spaces in the courtyards and
bird aviary have made Flower Hill the go-to
place for many locals, including his grandkids
who call it “Pop’s Mall”.
Essakow hopes that Growing Kindness in
Sunshine will shine a light on some of the
work being done by the event’s charity
partners such as Cake4Kids, which provides
custom birthday cakes for underprivileged
children.
Executive director Julie Eades said the
organization makes birthdays special for kids
ages 1-24 years old who are homeless, in
transitional or low income housing or are in
domestic violence or human trafficking
agencies. “A simple gift of baked goods shows
love and kindness” she said, noting that one
21-year-old they recently celebrated had never
had a birthday cake before.
Flower Hill will host Cake4Kids charity Cake
Walks throughout the summer with the first
one held on Saturday, June 9 from 10 a.m. to 4
p.m.
Produce harvested from a vertical garden of
herbs and vegetables planted at Flower Hill
will be donated to Feeding San Diego and a
Mother’s Day Tea will also benefit the
organization.
Kelcey Ellis, director of programs for Feeding
San Diego, said one in eight people in San
Diego don’t know where their next meal is
coming from and one in five kids face food
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insecurity.“We can take $1 and turn it into
four meals so a little goes a long way,” Ellis said
noting their goal is to fundraise for 10,000
meals this summer.
Nine-year-old philanthropist Ever Matson
will also be on site at Flower Hill with her
Child Hunger Sucks campaign. Ever hopes to
“turn something sad into a solution,
something bitter into something sweet,” by
selling her rainbow colored candy suckers and
fundraising to meet her goal of raising enough
money for one million meals.
The Voices of Our City Choir, a San Diego
Homeless Choir, is slated to perform on July
14. Co-founded by musician Steph Johnson in
2016, the choir has grown to 65-voices strong
and showcases the abilities and potential of
every individual, creating a positive sense of
community for people facing extreme
hardship. In the year and five months they
have been singing, the organization has
connected 27 people to housing.
In Sunshine events will include Maker’s
Bazaars on select Saturdays every month—the
first one will be held on Saturday, May 12, with
more than 25 vendors throughout the center’s
courtyards as well as a petting zoo, balloon
creations, face painting and live music.
Several Saturdays will also be devoted to
Random Crafts of Kindness with Charity
Wings in the mall’s Maker Space as well as
opportunities to participate in the Word Rocks
Project, writing messages of kindness on a
colorfully painted rock to place out in the
community.
“One kind word can change someone’s life,”
said Word Rock founder Carol Arêas “Together
we can make the ripples of kindness grow in
the world.”
To keep track of In Sunshine events, visit the
calendar at flowerhill.com

