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I work for Virginia Cooperative Extension, Montgomery County. I am the Agriculture and 

Natural Resources Extension Agent; I am a community educator. I work with all issues that deal with 

community and agriculture. That does span into the natural resources realm—like we even do well 

water clinics.  

I grew up in North Carolina, and went to school at Virginia Tech. The greenhouse business I 

had was actually in North Carolina. I moved back to Floyd in 2011, where I live now, and started 

working for Dr. Kim Niewolny with the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition Program. In 

those days, agriculture and horticulture had always been very prevalent in my life because that was 

what I was doing, but Kim taught me how to transfer that into community work. When I started 
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working for Kim, I already had a Master’s degree in Extension and Agricultural Education, but I had 

never really applied it on the level that I did once I started working for her. When I was at the 

nursery I also taught community college. I was an adjunct faculty in a turf horticulture program. I 

taught more of the horticulture side of things. That kept my knowledge current. I was speaking in 

front of folks and interacting with the community. It was building my professional skills. I was using 

some of what I had learned from my Master’s program. It became a full circle when I started working 

with the Virginia Beginning Farmer and Rancher Coalition. I started to pay attention to what I was 

consuming and what kind of food was around us. It shined a light on that world.  

When I first started working in food systems work, I was focusing on the producers because 

that’s where I come from. I come from a farmer’s family and I was myself a farmer. I was looking at 

food system work as, “How do we help the farmers make more money?” That is still very important 

to me. Farmers who are out there doing that hard job need to make a living wage where they can 

support themselves and their family; they need to be rewarded for their work too. I was asking 

questions like, “How can we get more money for farmers or more money per unit per product?” I 

was looking at specialty marketing and farmer’s markets then. It was when I got involved with the 

Appalachian Foodshed Project I became conscious about food access.  

I’m lucky that I never have had a food access problem in my own life and so I was not 

looking at that segment of the population. People need fresh fruits, vegetables, and farm products. 

Those who can’t afford it shouldn’t just get trash. It is not good enough just to give them a bunch of 
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processed food. They deserve choice. People should have some control on what is going in their 

body. That has been a big revelation and an eye-opener.  

It’s hard to define our work on a daily basis, but that is kind of the excitement of this job as 

well. It is never dull or boring. You are always doing something different on a daily basis. My job 

description covers everything from agriculture production, pesticide license recertification, 

environmental stewardship, natural resource conservation, all the way to the work which mostly 

deals with food and community and nutrition. All of those topics in that big circle are kind of under 

my purview. I have people calling and asking me how to produce food or how to grow better forage 

for their livestock. I even had a man call me and ask how to fry chicken one day. It never really ends. 

As an Extension Agent, besides getting involved with projects like the Appalachian Foodshed Project, 

we also have to be available to the public. People try to reach us in every possible way. We don’t 

always have the answers, but we are really lucky to work with specialists at Virginia Tech and Virginia 

State to provide us solutions wherever we’re missing gaps. Virginia Cooperative Extension is a 

combination of those two universities. We also have other colleagues in Extension. Many of them 

have experience and so we rely on those agents to find those answers when we don’t have them.  

There is this recent project that I feel would be really applicable to the Appalachian Foodshed 

Project. About a mile down the road there’s a garden. It’s called the Farmacy Garden. It’s only a two-

year-old project. It has also been called the Christiansburg WIC Garden because of its association 
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with the Women, Infant and Children program. But now we’ve formalized our title. We have a 

signature. We are the Farmacy Garden.  

We teamed up with the New River Valley Health District and also Virginia Cooperative 

Extension’s Virginia Family Nutrition Program. The three of us are working together. Last year we 

built a community garden. The idea behind building the community garden is to provide fresh fruits 

and vegetables to the numerous SNAP recipients who are otherwise devoid of it. How do you 

provide that fresh produce that they can take and be encouraged by? How do you educate them 

more on home gardening if they have space to do that or possibly in a container? How do you 

provide them with nutrition education? There is some activity building in that as well. We try to 

encourage the recipients to come out and volunteer in the garden, so they’re moving and active. 

We also have a walking club that’s associated with the Farmacy Garden. The walking club consisted 

of those SNAP recipients, or anyone that’s going to the Community Health Clinic, which is right 

down the road on Roanoke Street in Christiansburg. The doctors in those clinics have actually 

worked with us. They agreed to write prescriptions to people who are obese or diabetic, or as a 

preventative measure to people who are on the road to those issues, to come to the Farmacy 

Garden to get the produce and to work as well. It kind of serves that purpose. I think this might be 

the most exciting project for me to talk about. 

I was approached for this project when I first started working with Cooperative Extension, 

which was a couple of years ago. I was approached by Kim Kirkbride, who at the time was the 
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Garden Coordinator for the New River Valley Health District. That the New River Valley Health 

District sees value in employing a Garden Coordinator is amazing in its own right. That has a lot to 

do with the visionary Molly O’Dell and the lady who runs the Health Clinic. 

This was started in Floyd— a small garden was created. They built a model that we could 

work off of, and we were going to expand it to Montgomery County. Kim Kirkbride had already been 

working in Floyd with that garden so her duties got expanded to include this Montgomery site. Very 

shortly after coming to Extension I was approached by her with this whole idea of what they were 

going to do. I was like, “Oh that sounds great, I’d love to help you.” In addition to us we got 

Meredith Ledlie Johnson on board who runs the SNAP benefits program. The three of us met 

several times to think about, “Where was the garden going to be, and how were we going to do it?” 

We knew we were going to do it somewhere around where the Health District building or the Health 

Department is basically. We worked with Montgomery County, and they donated us a piece of land. 

It was just a grassy plot. We all went in and started to think about, “How can we build a garden 

here?” We used a lot of volunteers. We used lot of student workers for things like the Big Event and 

VT Engage, which provided us with student workers. We also got volunteers from our volunteer 

pools in between the three of us. Volunteers weren’t always students— we did have community folks 

from the WIC Department and the Health Department coming in to help the Master Gardeners. 

Master Gardeners is under my purview with Extension. We put out calls for volunteers and used 



 

Page | 6  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

anyone that would come out. In this way we built the garden. We built the garden in the fall of 2013, 

and last year in Spring 2014 was our first year.  

We created raised beds. Some of the raised beds are with cinderblocks and so they are up 

high. Those are really nice. They are three cinderblocks high so it’s nice for anyone that has to sit, if 

you’re in a wheel chair or you’re just not able to stand and bend over. You can sit beside the bed 

and garden. There are four of those style beds and then the other beds that we have are just made 

out of wood. It’s not a pressure-treated wood. It is a Hemlock wood, which is a little bit resistant to 

the weather and pests. They are a foot and a half tall, not huge raised beds. It is because the land 

that they gave us was a parking lot, which became a grass field. We couldn’t dig into it to garden. 

Raised beds are good anyway. So that was the method that we used. It’s a fairly big garden. It has 

fifteen raised beds altogether.  

We wanted a community garden that would grow fresh produce for the WIC participants.  

Meredith, who is originally from New York City, got involved with the project. In New York they have 

a lot of these community gardens that are “farmacy” type, or health initiated. She had worked with 

some. She was like, “Why don’t we talk to the clinics and see if we can do this?” To our knowledge 

nobody else in Virginia was doing this. What’s remarkable was it was created in Christiansburg, of all 

places. Meredith came with her ideas and her set of skills. We started talking more to the community 

clinics. We even talked to Carilion Clinic. A “Farmacy” pad was developed. It was just like the doctor’s 

prescription. This was on a certain pad that had fruits and vegetables on it. What’s nice is that at the 
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bottom of the pad there is a perforated part, which we can collect to bring information of how many 

people we are serving.  

Last year, we weighed some of our produce. We have an idea of what we generated out of 

the garden, but we didn’t get the numbers so far. We know how many people are in the WIC 

program, but how many of those did we actually serve? The idea is that if they wanted to get 

involved with the garden there were volunteer opportunities. But then on the days when the benefits 

were handed out, Kim Kirkbride, being the Garden Coordinator at the time would have a big table of 

produce out and people could get bags to get what they wanted. It is not that everybody wanted it. 

Just like we were talking about food heritage and what people like to eat. A lot of people like to eat 

macaroni and cheese. I like to eat macaroni and cheese too, but they don’t want kale or even 

traditional vegetables like corn or tomatoes. That’s where the education comes in. We can start 

teaching people how things really taste or give them a cooking demo showing what to do with the 

food and then allowing them to taste it afterwards. Those ideas evolved from all of us as to how to 

come together and figure out ways to develop and implement the garden. 

It’s not like people have to go somewhere else. “Oh yeah, there’s this garden out in Price’s 

Fork,” which is great. We don’t have water out there. We have a 1500 gallon cistern instead. The Fire 

Department fills it up for us. It really is a community. It’s not a traditional community garden where 

there are a bunch of plots out here and you rent and manage your own plot. That’s not our model 

at all. It’s not like everybody has their own little plot. Our model is that we are gardening for the 
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community. We had the Roanoke Times come out last year featuring our work. They did a nice 

article on the three of us last summer. That’s been good too. We actually looked at the Roanoke 

Community Garden Association for some resources. We have a Facebook page as well.   

The defining moment of the Farmacy project was the coalescing of the three of us. When we 

initially met and started talking to other community members around the area about what we were 

doing and what we wanted to do it always felt good. We were always very committed to what we 

were doing. It was really driving us to move forward. We all had our own little pieces of what we 

were doing with the garden. We got in some good soil and had good growing conditions. We could 

have probably had more volunteers. Meredith was really instrumental in creating that Farmacy pad 

and working with the doctors. When I talk to her I don’t hear a lot of resistance, but you can imagine 

that when you’re going in and talking to a doctor about writing a prescription to a garden, they may 

or may not take you as seriously as you want them to.  

 It was a positive surprise that so many people were willing to help us. I’ve tried to do things 

like this in the past and they just haven’t happened this well or easy. The county gave us land; we 

had a memo of understanding (MOU) with the county to use this land. We got the cistern filled up. 

We were like, “God, where are we going to get 1500 gallons of water?” And it just popped in our 

head, “The fire department!” That’s just been really surprisingly good and positive. We had to pay 

some money for our fence, but we also worked with a company that did it less than what they would 

do a normal job for because of what we were.  
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  I think it’s a success that we built a garden—period. And then we can grow something in it 

and we actually had produce. We had people excited about it. With this project I would say it’s 

overwhelmingly successful. Since we are growing food in the garden and then giving it away, it does 

provide that security of where your food is coming from if you so desire to come take it. The 

produce wasn’t available for everybody in the community; it was available to a target audience. But 

that target audience is the audience that needs it the most, not only for health concerns, but for 

affordability.  

People are learning more about SNAP benefits and EBT cards at farmers markets. They are 

coming to know how all that works, and learning that they can access fresh fruits and vegetables if 

they so choose or desire. A lot of people didn’t know that they can use their SNAP benefits and EBT 

card to buy gardening starts like pots, soil and vegetable transplants. We should teach the people in 

our garden how to use it as a way to produce food as well as to create a living laboratory. How to 

teach them to do this at their own home is also a concern.  

We haven’t had any practices that didn’t work well. Our gardening practices have been very 

good. We’ve had a couple of crops that didn’t work out quite as well as we expected. It may be 

because we planted them too late. Last year we tried to establish a nice bed of strawberries. We 

knew we wouldn’t have them last year but we were hoping to have them this year, and they just 

didn’t take. We’ve had small things like that. We’re lucky to have the paid Gardening Coordinator 

because otherwise we would have to depend on the volunteers. While volunteers have helped us 
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move forward, I don’t know if the garden would have survived if we just were looking at the 

volunteer pool. It’s wonderful that the Health District sees the value and was willing to pay that 

person. Kim Kirkbride is not in that position any more. Maureen McGonagle has taken her position. 

They’ve re-upped the position. It wasn’t like someone left and they were like, “Oh we’re not going to 

do that anymore.” They really see value in it. 

I guess what makes me most excited about this work or what makes me continue this work is 

the fact that I like to help people. It is true that there are some days I feel like I don’t like people at 

all. It is because of the day you’re having or just the experience you’ve had. But over all I want to 

help people. I want to see an impact, or something good that has come of my work. That’s my 

driving force.  

I’m also working a lot with the Appalachian Foodshed Project. They’re trying to create this 

Roadmap, or an assessment of all of Southwest Virginia. I’ve been working with them on that piece, 

but it’s not as comprehensive or as collaborative as the Farmacy Garden. 

The Appalachian Foodshed Project is a tri-state project. It’s all of West Virginia, Appalachian 

Virginia, and Appalachian North Carolina. When you have all of a state like West Virginia, you know 

the people in Charleston, they listen to them. It’s the whole state saying something, there’s a critical 

mass saying, “This is important to us, listen to us.” They’ve got more buy in from people who make 

laws and regulations. North Carolina has way more people, and way more money than Southwest 

Virginia. If you look at Buncombe County where Asheville is, and then Henderson County, 
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Hendersonville, those two counties have close to 400,000 people living there, whereas Southwest 

Virginia is 19 counties and has a million people. How do we begin to build that critical mass for 

ourselves in Southwest Virginia and make an impact? That’s not only with local food. If you’ve 

worked in government in Virginia at all or planning in Virginia, Virginia ends in Roanoke. To people 

that live in Richmond, Virginia ends in Roanoke. I know I’ve used that term critical mass several times 

here, but how do we create that? To say, “We’re out here and we matter,” to the bigger audience. 

Those are our challenges. It’s very complicated. In Appalachian Foodshed Project meetings we’ve 

had this discussion so many times. Are we talking about local food or about food access? People do 

not always see how they are connected. For the Appalachian Foodshed Project and the assessment 

that I mentioned before, I was on the team that went out into the community and started doing 

interviews. I was interviewing not only practitioners, but folks within the community system and just 

saying, “What does community food security mean to you?”  

One thing that’s being created right now is the Appalachian Virginia Food System Network. 

Through working with the AFP and other community partners from around Southwest Virginia, 

we’ve learned that people simply need to learn what other people are doing. Everyone’s like, “We 

want to collaborate.” Well you’ve got to know what other people are doing before you can 

collaborate. If you look at the culture of Appalachia, not even Southwest Virginia, but all of 

Appalachia, people are reserved. They’re to themselves. They take care of their own. It is not that 

they’re not communicators, but they’re dealing with their own thing. That’s just mountain folk 
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culture. I embrace that culture. I love that culture, but you also have to find ways to insert yourself 

into that culture.  

We are creating this Appalachian Virginia Food System Network mainly to communicate. 

That’s where we’re starting. We’d like to grow it into where we’re actually collaborating and working 

together and building that critical mass that’s necessary for this region. But to begin with it’s just a 

way to communicate and say, “We’re building that greater we,” or I like to use the term “unifier” 

more commonly. We are all doing this work but what unifies us throughout the region to say, “The 

region has community food security” or is even working to have community food security? I’m really 

looking forward to that. I am working with a team of folks at Virginia Tech as well as community 

partners all the way from here in the New River Valley to Abingdon. We’ve got a lot of good 

participants already and we’re looking forward to encourage more people. 

One of the ways that we’re reaching out to the people is by hosting community work 

sessions. The community work sessions have dual purposes. One purpose is for the AFP to learn 

about the community— see trends and gaps and synergies. They are using that information to 

create the Roadmap. The second purpose of the community work sessions is to introduce people to 

this Appalachian Virginia Food System Network and show them the way to plug in and get involved. 

What we didn’t want was to go into the community, especially someone who works in the 

community. I don’t want to create an “us versus them.” I do feel like we’re all on the same team, but 

when you work at Virginia Tech or you’re a specialist sometimes you don’t work in the community. 
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You facilitate information to the community, but you don’t work in the community. When you have a 

position like I do people are going to see me time after time.  If I have a conversation on local food 

or community food security and then nothing happens or there is no follow-up, then the next time 

when I try to have that conversation again, the community folks are going to be like, “Yeah, 

whatever, da-da-da, I’ve heard your spiel before.” I don’t want that to happen. Instead, it will be 

more effective if you actually build something and then go into a community work session. I’m 

classic for going into a meeting and I’ll think of all the right answers to tell you in an hour. It’s like I’m 

an after-thinker. Or I’m classically thinking, “Ughh” on the way home, in the car. All the perfect 

answers come to me then. If people have the same method as mine, how are they going to 

reengage with us?  

When we go out to the community work sessions, it’s not just Virginia Cooperative Extension; 

it’s a partnership of community partners. It’s still fragmented. If you just reach out to the community 

partner that you think will help you, it’s not building the unifier of the greater we. Our second 

purpose of these work sessions is to say it’s not a plug in a socket, like it’s not going to totally 

electrify you or totally answer all your questions, but it’s a start to how we can all begin to learn from 

one another and build a stronger, healthier region. 

I’ve had a lot of mentors and folks that have influenced me. From my early years my 

grandfather was the biggest farmer in our family. I had to work for him, which I absolutely hated— 

like dreaded. It was the worst thing in the world. I grew up in a coastal county in North Carolina 
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where my family farmed tobacco. It’s very hard to work in a field in that hot climate. Being in a 

coastal county, I wanted to go to the beach and hang out with my friends. Instead, in the summer I 

was in the tobacco field. I hated it. I couldn’t believe they were making me do that. But it made me 

who I am today. It built my work ethic. I should thank my mother and my grandfather for that.  

As I got older and ventured into a professional career, I was thinking what was I going to do 

with my life? I worked at Riverbend Nursery in Floyd for a while. In those days my supervisor, Paige 

Thacker, was really instrumental in instilling that love of horticulture in me. I already loved plants and 

especially flowers, but she instilled more of the science of horticulture. Her expertise was in 

propagation. She taught me all about how to propagate plants and make more from what you 

already have. Now that I’ve moved back to Virginia, I definitely couldn’t ignore Kim Niewolny and 

what she’s done. She has really opened my eyes up to that community focused research 

development work versus just looking at one sector or one side of it. That’s been really great.  

Seeing that we can—and are—actually helping people, motivates me. Even though everyone 

doesn’t want what we have to offer, some people are so excited about it. “Oh I haven’t had this in so 

many years,” or they know exactly what they are going to do with it. There’s been some children out 

in the garden. I’m not really a kid person, but it’s been really fun and exciting to see their energy 

while they are playing and running around. They’re beginning to get that same love of gardening 

that I have. They’ll probably be more open to trying new fruits and vegetables because of their 

experience in the garden. Garden products are not organically certified but we don’t use any 



 

Page | 15  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

chemicals. Children could literally pick something and eat it. One pulls a radish out of the ground 

and says, “Oh that’s pink and pretty, but it’s spicy, how exciting is that!” I guess that’s the part that 

really excites me and makes me want to move forward with it. 

Community food security to me means that the community should know where their next 

meal is coming from. Even though they may not have it in their refrigerator, they must have the 

ability to go out and get what they want. Not only will the consumer have choice and availability to 

eat the food that they would like to eat, but there’s enough ideally local or regional food in that area 

to balance that consumer need and want. Unfortunately, that’s not our conventional food system. 

Most of our food is still grown in California. If somebody needs food, ultimately they need food; it 

doesn’t matter where it comes from. But as I am trying to work to enhance and create a better 

system, I’d like to begin to look at how we can get regionally produced food. I’d love to look at how 

we can get Virginia or New River Valley produced food. That will enable our whole system to be 

stronger and healthier.  

Within Southwest Virginia there’s still a lot of poverty, not only on that consumer end.  There 

are a lot of farmers that don’t have community food security and they’re growing food for people. 

They just don’t have the money to go out and get what they want when they want it. How do you 

make a better living for them? In a healthy, thriving community food system there’s enough for 

everybody. But how do you create that? How do you not only encourage farmers to produce a 

quality product but allow them to make that living wage so that they can continue farming, keep 



 

Page | 16  

 

Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA NIFA-AFRI Grant 

(Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org          

farmland and green space, and all the advantages and benefits that we get from agriculture and 

local food? 

 A lot of people don’t know what community food security means. That can be a kind of 

trendy term or kind of jargon within folks that work in that community. A lot of people thought that I 

meant bio-security. Like, if you’ve got silos of corn, how do you not contaminate that or how does 

someone not come poison that? When you say “security” it tags on a different meaning for a lot of 

people and you really have to explain what you mean by community food security. I think we have a 

lot to do in continuing the conversation— making sure that people actually know what we are 

saying.  

The benefit of community food security is that not only do people possibly have more choice, 

availability, and affordability, but they also have that confidence of knowing where their next meal is 

going to come from. I’m single, but I can only imagine having a family and a child and you’re 

worried about that all the time. It’s not a good space to be in. I see community food security as an 

economic driver in Southwest Virginia. It will be nice if we can find markets and avenues and ways 

for those farmers or producers to make money or a living wage for them to stay here. There are so 

many people that grow up here don’t stay here, or if they do stay here they have some more serious 

issues that trap them here. How can we look at community food security through that economic 

development lens, or a community planning lens, and build that entire picture? I don’t know what 

the entire picture looks like. It’s not like I’m sitting over here with all the answers. I’m learning as I’m 
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going. Every day or every week it’s a new awakening as to, “Oh, that could happen, or this could 

happen.”  

 Yesterday, I was in Giles County attending a value added program. It was about specialty 

products and the people who wanted to make their own salsa or jelly and resell it. A lot of it focused 

on food safety. Even at farmer’s markets, a lot of people are now getting into pet foods or pet treats. 

That’s a new revenue for folks. It’s cool. I want my dog to eat well, too. We got on the topic of 

conventional, regular pet food that you buy from a big store and how that food is under the same 

scrutiny for food safety as the stuff that’s on our produce shelf, or the stuff that’s on the meat shelf. 

Whether it’s pet or human, it goes through the same food safety scrutiny, and Joell Eifert, who’s a 

specialist at Tech was giving the talk. She says, “Well the reason that’s happening is because people 

are eating dog food,” or pet food. Nobody wants to eat or craves pet food. You’re eating pet food 

because that’s all you can afford. That should not happen in this world and especially not in this 

country with the way it operates and the way we strut around. People should not be going without 

to that extreme.  What are those root causes behind people not having enough? Is it lack of drive or 

education, or people are stuck and dependent on something or someone?  Or what are those root 

issues of why people don’t have economic security and much less community food security? That’s 

the big, big picture. 

I have some traditional farmers in the Riner area who grow extra produce. I have one farmer 

in particular who grows acres and acres of turnips each year to donate. The question is do you have 
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a desire or land to do that? Some farmers can use that as tax incentive, a write off. It does benefit 

them financially in the end, but that’s never the way you incentivize that. It has to be from the heart. 

It has to be from that giving place that someone starts that and then at the end they’re like, “Oh, I 

got a little bit out of that too.” 

 As you see more farmland and rural areas being developed, people have to learn how to 

live and work together. I find it exiting to make those connections and allowing those things to 

happen. It is very important to have a good agriculture infrastructure. Processors are people that 

allow small-scale farmers to scale up or do more with their product, whether that’s a commercial 

kitchen that allows you to resell your product or an aggregator. It won’t work unless we’ve got that 

middle system or that next line in place, and we don’t have it in place. It will take a lot of money, 

feasibility studies, and community work and grants to get it in place. We have to find ways to tackle 

this issue. 

Everybody is not going to go out there and start eating kohlrabi or something that we, being 

people that frequently visits farmer’s markets on a normal basis or have an interest in specialty foods 

or markets, are interested to consume. Not everyone has that interest. It is really important to 

understand how connected people are to what they consume. It is also really important to me to 

help the agriculture community. I want to help the farmers. Can I make their job easier; is there a 

resource that is out there or a new program or something coming down from the USDA that would 

help them in their everyday life? Since I come from the farming background, and also had a 
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greenhouse business of my own for a while, I sympathize, empathize, and feel how hard farming is. 

Farming is not only physically but mentally hard. You have got the heavy day of farming and then 

you’ve got to think about marketing, selling, and packaging your product. Helping that community 

in any possible way is a big check for me. 

There should be balance within a community food system. It’s not consumer or producer 

focused. It is community focused. That is the break-even point, which decides what the market will 

bear.  I can’t control that. Even if you are out there as a marketer or writing marketing plans for 

people, you still have very little control over that free market and what people are willing to pay. 

 It’s important to pick a good group of people to work with. They should be good 

collaborators, who will be in it and devoted as much as you are. Even if you had a large team of 

people, it is important to know where people’s skills are and what they can contribute on an honest 

level. Not the pie in the sky, “Oh sure, sure, sure,” but really knowing where are your boundaries and 

what can you do and give? Not that it was Kim, Meredith and I, but a team that was willing to all be 

on the same page and contribute, that is what’s made that project such a success. I’ve got other 

projects that are similar to this. It may not be a community garden but we want to do something in 

the community, and I just haven’t found those key people or community champions. That’s kind of a 

trendy little term these days. I mean I haven’t found those people that I really can connect with and 

make it happen. I think relationships seem to be the biggest thing. It’s ongoing, slow moving work. 

You just have to have that persistence, that tenacity to keep it going. 
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My goal is to facilitate those connections, or just to make a difference or improve people’s 

lives. It may be giving them better nutritional information or teaching them how to grow a tomato in 

a pot to make food more affordable to them. They can have the food they like on their patio as their 

daily diet. It is a challenge to work with people’s tastes, the heritage of their food, and where they 

come from.  

Back to the garden again, besides focusing on the quality and quantity of production of our 

garden and distribution of the produce, we want to see the changes in those people. Is one season 

enough time to see a change? We need a longer-term look to really measure this adequately. Are 

the people who are being catered by the garden produce having any physical impact? Is their blood 

pressure going down, or are they losing any weight, are there any measurable things that we can 

see through the results of our work? That’s kind of what we’re paying more attention to this year. 

This year we’re working really hard to keep up with more of those numbers or that impact. It helps 

us to apply for more funds. The county Board of Supervisors, whom we have to report to, love 

hearing about stuff like that versus me asking them for something. They want to hear about the 

good that I’m doing, which is nice. Board of Supervisors are funders, they want numbers. 

For a community food system work in general, my advice will be to have patience. It’s not like 

you’re going to go out and give someone a recommendation and boom it’s done. It is ongoing, 

slow-moving work for it to take hold and get rooted in the community. All of us in our professional 

world, we’re Americans, we’re ambitious and we’re on the go. We have to prove our work, our value 
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to our job. We have to have accountability and so people often want results. But it doesn’t work that 

way in community food systems. I got frustrated with myself and then realized that my expectations 

were off base. It wasn’t the project or the system that was off base. It was the way I was looking at it 

or approaching it. You continually have to have that conversation. Every time I do any type of 

educational event there’s some type of community food system put in there, somehow. It may not 

be in their face like, “This is what we’ve come to talk about,” but it’s always something to do with 

local food or direct marketing.  

It gives me a sense of hope that we’re already feeding people, and that we can continue to 

feed more people. We will not just feed them, but feed them with good quality food, nutritious food, 

freshly raised food, and educate them in the meantime. So that is really promising to me. In a 

perfect world, we could produce more than we need, and then how can we begin to distribute that 

to other folks in the community that need it? Or how can we do a small CSA or something like that? 

How can we encourage more gardens like this, not just in the New River Valley or Southwest 

Virginia, but in all of Virginia? That’s really encouraging.  

See, I just printed this off this morning. This is actually from West Virginia, but it’s a CSA that’s 

more affordable. You can see the prices here and you can also get a full, half, or a quarter share. 

You look at this, and most CSAs are six, eight hundred dollars. For going down to a two hundred or 

a one hundred dollar range, someone’s had to subsidize that somewhere, or they’re getting this 
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product from like our Farmacy Garden, a community based garden. I didn’t even think of that 

before. 

I am a planner. I think about it all the time. But recently my own experiences in life have kind 

of not allowed me to see that far down the road. I probably don’t look that far into the future as I 

did a year ago. That’s just my own personal experience, due to some things that have happened. 

What I want to see is people being able to have the food that they need. Whether that means they 

grow it themselves individually, as a community, or they’re purchasing it.  There is a place on the 

scale where it does become about your wants and not just about what you need, but I hate to see 

the people that need food not get good quality food.  

 

 


