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Kevin Johnson wears a number of different hats, including farmer, market task force member, and 

food hub president. His commitment and hope for Alderson shines through. Many of Alderson’s 

initiatives thrive on organizational partnerships and support, and Kevin actively works to nurture 

those relationships. The Alderson Food Hub has successes under its belt and will hopefully continue 

to grow. The market is more than a physical space for transactions; it is a central gathering space to 

build community. 
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My name is Kevin Johnson and I’m the current president of the Alderson Community Food 

Hub. We have existed for four years, and I’ve been involved all four of those years. In part, the roles 

that we took on in the board when we formed the organization kind of related to what we were 

doing already. I was doing a lot of the networking for us before we existed formally as an 

organization, so I do a lot of that with other practitioners and food organizations. I do it as best I can 

in a volunteer capacity. I’m holding down another job so I do that whenever I can. This is our second 

year as an AmeriCorps site, and I am the AmeriCorps supervisor. I also help supervise our local food 

access facilitator for the Appalachian Foodshed Project. I’m a member of the market task force too. 

We’ve got task forces that are focused on different things that we’re doing. So those are my more 
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concrete responsibilities, and other board members are active in the daily operations of other things 

that we’re doing.  

No matter where I would be at this point in my life I think I couldn’t help but get involved in 

very community-oriented things, so this is just very baseline about why I would have any interest in a 

community project. I do see it as sort of an experimental project, which is interesting to me to see 

where we can go and who can be involved. I enjoy working directly with resources and with people 

so that’s underlying everything else. I would say that’s a trait in my family. Perhaps this is kind of the 

selfish motivation for being here specifically, but my family has owned a piece of land out of 

Alderson for a while, and I’ve kind of embarked on my own personal farm project out there. I would 

love for there to be a stronger community network of local producers as well as a market for 

products from our farm. I guess it was sort of a coincidence of my personal interests and what I think 

this community needs. Also just by chance I have forged friendships with people who are very active 

in the organization who had similar personal goals and community visions, and so we decided to 

get together and do it.  

Before I moved here I worked for a food security organization in Central America, Sustainable 

Harvest International (SHI). 11 years ago I was in the Peace Corps in Guatemala as an agriculture 

volunteer. My interest is to create a meaningful network of people sharing knowledge and resources 

to be able to move in the same direction, particularly in areas that do not have many financial 

resources and have many other needs. That has helped inform my interest in this project because I 
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think in many ways this community is similar to those in Central America that SHI was serving. In fact 

something that was really interesting is that SHI was interested in potentially starting to work in 

Appalachia. There had been some requests to the organization to work in Appalachia, which they 

had never done before. And then of course I left and I moved here to work on our land and have 

since learned about other programs like Grow Appalachia. They are reaching out to family farmers 

and helping boost their production, marketing, and diversification efforts. Grow Appalachia is its own 

program, based in Berea, Kentucky. 

I have really supportive family and friends. Naturally I think you seek to nourish the 

relationships that reinforce what your interests are. Of course I want to stay in touch with everybody, 

but it’s not always realistic. I feel like I have chosen to maintain connections to people based on the 

value that we provide to each other. I stay in touch with some of my friends from working for SHI, 

like Mercedes, who is a wonderful person. She now has her own NGO in Nicaragua called 

FUPROSOMUNIC, which is focused on Nicaraguan women making value-added products. She won 

an international award for non-profit organizations related to women last year. 

I’m really excited about us becoming a more important presence in our community. I’m 

excited about different opportunities for growth, some that could be described as entrepreneurial 

objectives and others as organizational objectives as we grow. Balancing those under the same 

umbrella as a food hub can be a challenge, however. We have this co-op grocer, which is very 

exciting, and offers these local and regional products on a more regular basis than our market, 



 

Page | 4  

 

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          

which is seasonal and once a week. It is also a hub of interaction among producers and consumers. 

I’m excited about our plans to expand it to take over more of this space and also to offer some 

things like processing space for people to make value-added products. I’d love for more storage 

space and maybe more work space if we have a full time staff person in the future, and also 

workshop space for a small food business would be wonderful.  

We really love our food hub location here because it is very visible. Most traffic is on Route 

12 in Alderson. We’re also at a great moment where there is a lot of interest from the county child 

nutrition office in sourcing local food for its school cafeterias. We have been involved in that but I 

think we can do more. There’s a lot of growing going on at the school grounds, and trying to build a 

curriculum around that so I hope to see that become better integrated. In general, to be able to 

supply local outlets such as the elementary school and the food pantry, we need greater production, 

and that involves better production planning. It started down that road, but I think there’s a lot more 

that we can do. I think it will naturally engage more producers who aren’t as proactive. The 

producers that we have now are very proactive. They sought us out in some ways, but I think many 

people who would produce for a local market kind of need that system pretty well developed first. 

They need it laid out for them to be able to participate. And I totally understand that. There’s just 

too much legwork to do on your own that we could try to do for them.   

I admire so many people who have done this, but Wendell Berry is certainly one I think of in 

Appalachia. My interest in his writing preceded any of this. All of the board members are inspiring to 
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me. This certainly wouldn’t have taken shape if it weren’t for them and other volunteers who aren’t 

on the board. They are amazing people. I was just talking to someone at the market over the 

weekend.  I was helping train our new AmeriCorps person.  A lot of people talk about this 

community as, “Oh it’s an up and coming community,” or, “It’s a beautiful community,” and, “It’s 

great what you’re doing for the community,” and I don’t know how to respond to those comments. I 

think they’re coming from a great place, but this community has always been here, with the same 

great people in it doing so many different things to make it what it is. Alderson as a place, and a 

place that will support our efforts, absolutely relies upon the whole community.  

This organization started as the Alderson Community Market in 2011. When I got together 

with my friends Fritz Boettner and Stacey Lambert, we envisioned this project and we presented it to 

Alderson Main Street, which until fairly recently has been our fiscal sponsor. We are now a 501(c)(3) 

organization. So Alderson Main Street approved the idea and was willing to provide space and other 

support to us— financial support to us at the very beginning because we had nothing— and the 

rest was volunteer contributions. Someone would donate a table and some chairs, an extension 

cord, whatever we needed, which was great.  

As for the site, Alderson Main Street was rehabbing the building adjacent to where we were 

interested in holding the market at that time. They offered that space just to get people kind of used 

to using it. It’s a very central spot alongside the river right by the old pedestrian bridge that crosses 

over to the old business district, so it has definitely energized that space and helped knit together 
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the efforts of our organizations. More warm bodies there on a more regular basis benefits all of us. 

It’s become a nexus of community interaction, partly because of our efforts but because of their 

efforts also.  

After we got approval we had some community meetings, and administered surveys, which I 

think was critical for us. We did them online and also in person, standing outside the former IGA and 

the gas station. Basically the survey asked, ”Would you be interested in a weekly farmers market? If 

so what would you be interested in purchasing there? Where do you usually purchase your food? 

What characteristics of the market would you be most attracted to?” Things like a family friendly 

atmosphere, local products, music entertainment, a gathering place— that sort of thing. What was 

really interesting was when we compiled the results we found that there was strong support for it, 

but that as many people were interested in it primarily for the food as for the community gathering 

spot. That’s something that people have been talking about here for a long time— that the town is 

missing a central place where people can mingle. That was reason enough for us to move forward.  

We just had our first market season.  

Now jumping forward to this year we have kind of pulled together different things that the 

food hub is involved in and other things that are outside the food hub that I think really make it a 

unique experience, and meets those same needs that were identified in the first survey. We have a 

market music series where we have local musicians play every Saturday, with support from the Arts 

and Recreation Department of the Greenbrier County Commission to be able to pay a little bit to 
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each group each week. We also are a demonstration site for the AFP, which has been wonderful 

because it coincided with our participation in the SNAP double dollar program. That was made 

possible in partnership with the Greenbrier Valley Local Foods Initiative and Appalachian Mountain 

Advocates. This program makes it possible for us to double SNAP, WIC, and senior farmers market 

coupon benefits at our market throughout the season. We had struggled to really generate many 

SNAP sales at market prior to our participation in this program. Part of it was that we didn’t have a 

wireless machine before this year, and it wasn’t as portable. We were, however, able to incentivize 

the use of those benefits at market for fresh products. Also with Karen, our local food access 

facilitator through the AFP, we really got the word out and engaged people. She conducted 

outreach at the low-income housing complex where I work, and visited the schools, Head Start and 

WIC offices in the three counties that come together in Alderson. She’s networked all over the place 

and I think there is a much broader awareness of the availability of these food products to those 

people.   

In May, which is when our market starts, we only had five SNAP customers in two weekends, 

whereas just last month in August we had 12 SNAP customers and 44 different senior coupon 

customers. We also had our first WIC customers. This doesn’t include people who come into our co-

op, which there are also, so we have really boosted the usage of those benefits for fresh, local 

products there in just over three months. For a town of about 1,000 people we think that’s pretty 

good. Karen has also been coordinating mini-markets. Up at Alderson Manor Apartments there are 
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people who are homebound or don’t have transportation. and people really appreciate that the 

produce being brought to where they live. She’s also done outreach at the food pantry and we 

hope to eventually sell produce to the food pantry. The Alderson Ministerial Association runs it using 

their income from the thrift store they run to purchase the food. Over 100 families receive food from 

the food pantry each month. The Ministerial Association is interested in purchasing fresh food on a 

monthly basis to offer them, of course in addition to the nonperishable food that they distribute. 

That’s an exciting possibility. 

I’m surprised in a good way by who is motivated to sell at market, or who participates in the 

market. Another board member said one time, “We’ve captured people who’ve had an interest in 

something community-oriented but just haven’t found the right outlet before.” These folks aren’t 

necessarily the most prominent people in town, because many of those people have too many 

responsibilities already in different volunteer organizations. There are producers who produce for 

the Lewisburg market and the Monroe Farm Market, and when we first started out we were referred 

to those people and started chasing them down trying to attract them to Alderson. Some would say, 

“Well it’s not enough of a guaranteed market for us,” or, “We’re spread too thin doing other things.” 

I think for every two efforts trying to grab one of these existing producers we would get an 

unexpected person show up at our market and start selling eggs or something, and those would 

become our most regular and committed producers. So I guess I’ve learned not to assume that 

trying to attract the known entities, who are great people and are otherwise committed, are going to 
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yield the most fruit for us. It tends to be these people who’ve lived in town and knitted scarves, but 

never sold them, and then would come to market and think, “I might be able to sell these,” and 

show up and sell them and end up being a very committed market task force member and 

volunteer. That’s been wonderful and surprising.  

Relationships with the rest of the active members and volunteers in this organization are 

absolutely important, but I think just as important are our relationships with partners like the school 

and Alderson Main Street. Also important is our relationship with the Town of Alderson, which has 

undergone quite a bit of change. There was some unexpected turnover in administration in the past 

couple years. Not to mention people in the community. There are people in every community who 

are not in any position of status, but everyone knows them and they’re everywhere and you know 

that they’ll talk to people and they’re just so valuable. They knit the community together. I think the 

churches and ministerial association are really critical relationships for this to be relevant at all and so 

I think that the market is very effective in that way, even just as a public place where different people 

bump into each other and reinforce those connections. I can show up at market and see people 

who I otherwise wouldn’t see who are busy doing their own stuff in the community all week, and I 

touch base with them and have a laugh. I love being able to say, “Gosh I need to talk to this person 

about this.” It might not even be food hub related, but I need to catch up with someone, and I’ll just 

go to market on a day I don’t need to volunteer and I can usually see most of them, or through 
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somebody else pass the word to them. I think the value of word-of-mouth helps sustain what we’re 

doing. In all small communities it’s very important.  

I feel like this project has almost become kind of a surrogate for us— Board members and 

volunteers— caring for each other because we all care about each other. We’re all pouring so much 

energy into this project. It’s the same thing with people outside of the food hub who are in the 

community. We have greatly benefitted from Alderson Main Street fiscally sponsoring us for some 

years; also from the good will of the town. The town could have been very strict with us from the 

start about where we were putting our signs every week— did they look shabby? Did we sweep up 

all the straw that was left in the parking lot? We do our best, but of course they gave us some 

leniency and they continue to, which we are so grateful for. We’ve had financial support from the 

One Foundation and a lot of it’s been for infrastructure like signage, shelving, and our cooler and 

freezer here in the co-op. Some of it was for when we first got started just so we could fill the 

shelves the first time. They’ve helped us with formalizing our community garden, which was in the 

ground but had no fence. Now there’s a fence so they’ve been wonderful for that.  

We created the Food Hub entity to encapsulate all of our current and future programs: the 

market, the community garden, the co-op, we created one membership program which comprises 

and supports everything we’re doing. It allows us some flexibility for some discretionary spending. 

Someone can be a volunteer member at $25 a year and get the discount here at the co-cop and 

that is equivalent to one whole season vendor fee to set up at the market. Vendors can pay $5 a 
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week or $25 for the whole season and that is equivalent to a food hub membership. So you can be 

a producer member that way, or you can be just a consumer member, or you can just be someone 

in the community who supports our mission and pays $25. We now have over 60 members. It helps 

us pay a little bit of rent and utilities and printing, and things like that that we do a lot of these days. 

It’s rewarding just being able to see people light up when they come to market. They want to 

come, and seeing that and being able to talk to them is just wonderful. It really kind of makes my 

week. It’s been rewarding to see it become such an institution. I remember I was walking across the 

lot during the winter, and I saw kids had taken sidewalk chalk and written, “Market something…” and 

had drawn bananas, which we don’t sell at market, but I thought, “That’s so great that we’ve 

branded that spot.” Hearing from kids that they love coming to market and stamping their Carrot 

Club card is just great. I love it.  

I took surprisingly little time to actually get the market to being an effective weekly event on 

the days it's held, but it takes a lot of energy and time outside of market. There’s a lot that happens 

behind the scenes that I would never want any credit for, and genuinely I feel like the other people 

who volunteer don’t really care about what it confers to them personally either. But it does take a lot 

of coordination and time. I would say as the food hub and the market evolve, balancing 

organizational and entrepreneurial goals is challenging. We want this to be self-sustaining, and it 

might well be. We’re actually getting set up in QuickBooks now and going back in history just to see 
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if we’ve been covering our costs. We’re really trying to be strategic while also making sure that we’re 

covering what our goals are.  

We want to be able to host trainings and to keep the barriers low to participate in the 

market. We don’t want to charge a percentage of people’s take each week because we want these 

new people who are just getting their feet wet to take a dive and try it, and not have the cost be too 

high. Then interpersonally it’s challenging since we’re all volunteers on the board and we’re the main 

actors in the thing. Karen’s with us part time—10 hours per week during market season. We have 

recently hired an office manager. Basically from three to six o’clock in the evening she closes the 

shop and does the books, something that we’ve needed for a while. Still, most things are done by 

volunteers. Our AmeriCorps volunteers have been critical in it. It takes a regular effort for us to 

sustain the interpersonal relationships that make everything work.  

I would say my personal contributions have been successful, but I wouldn’t want to say that 

to elevate me above anybody else. I feel like I have been privileged with a certain perspective 

coming into this, but also currently just the way things are I have enough flexibility with my job that I 

can incorporate this into my life. My job is not forever certain so if I have to take on another job at 

any point then my contribution could change. All of us who are very active right now are very aware 

of our own limits. In the beginning I spent the bulk of my time doing things like setting up tents and 

talking to people, and now I have to submit invoices and have supervisory meetings and fill out 

papers, and network with other people at a different level.  
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My job is in social services and independence advocacy. As in my job, I could spend all my 

time talking to national organizations and advocacy groups, or finding resources for people. At a 

certain point you kind of have to protect your own space and limit your engagement with other 

people. Being a volunteer I feel kind of hamstrung about that. There are statewide resources and 

national resources that I could always be researching and connecting us to, but in my mind it’s a 

balance sheet and the time I’ve put into that is less time I have with someone who lives down the 

street here in Alderson and is interested in this. I think that that’s a fundamental relationship for us 

and so I guess I wouldn’t ever want to take away from that relationship by paying attention to what 

folks are doing elsewhere. 

Community connections need to be maintained all of the time, and are pretty much the 

foundation of our success thus far. Alderson is a pretty small town in West Virginia and not a thriving 

town economically. On the positive side I would also say don’t be scared away from trying to 

undertake this because I feel like there is a real place for it right now. I’ve heard about efforts in 

other parts of the state that I’m so curious about because they seem in the vein of what we’re trying 

to do.  

I think there is more of an interest in healthy food; there is more of an interest in local food 

on many levels now. There is a statewide effort in schools. There’s a lot of potential for an 

organization like this to exist, or some sort of niche food business— it doesn’t have to be an 

organization— that’s trying to sort of fit there. I would encourage people to look at everyone in the 
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community. You’d be surprised at who your strongest allies are going to be. We have our town 

physician, Dr. Glaser, who has supported us every month beyond her membership because she 

really believes in this, and that’s been so wonderful. She initiated it. It wasn’t something that we 

approached her about.  I don’t know if I would think to even try. Those sorts of things just come out 

of the woodwork.  

I think it’s a shared feeling that what we’re trying to do here is not by any means perfect, but 

we feel it’s appropriately responsive to a community of this size and the condition that it’s in, and 

can be a big source of strength and interconnection. I would love to see food be a foundation for 

the revitalization of communities all across Appalachia; strategically, Appalachia is in a great place 

for that. There are a lot of small land holdings. I’ve heard before that West Virginia has the highest 

percentage of small farms in the country for a state. A lot of it is fallow, or being used for hay, and 

there are demographic and economic reasons for that, but I think it could be a big source of future 

economic strength. People have this rich gardening heritage and rich connection to their landscape 

so it makes sense. You’ve got that going for you from the start.   

With the market, the co-op, and awareness we’ve built through the school program, we’ve 

certainly improved food security at the school. However, the way our food system is structured now 

means that even though people have this rich gardening heritage, a lot of people aren’t gardening 

as much— particularly younger generations. They don’t have access to the land like they used to. So 

there’s a disconnect between the production that is happening and those who need the food.  
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I think we’ve helped bridge that gap through actually bringing the producers here locally so 

that people can access it, but also access it through the benefits that they use or the way that they 

buy the food— cash, credit, debit, SNAP, WIC, senior coupons. I think the foundation of our 

proposal with the AFP was we felt like even considering our different energies and engagement in 

the community as individuals, we couldn’t give it enough focused energy to be able to bring those 

people into the fold, and so that’s this critical step that we’re making now.  

I think what’s easy is that everyone can connect to a project like this. In a town this size 

people have a home place that they remember. Climbing up in the apple trees or always raising a 

garden year after year, and it’s such a part of their identity but also part of the landscape. People 

here in Appalachia say they live on their farm even if they’re not actively farming it, or if it’s just for 

hay. That’s great because I think that people still have that connection to their agricultural heritage 

and it’s easier to build on what’s already there. People are wonderful here, and accepting of a 

community-based effort irrespective of their political leanings or their religious preference or 

whatever. In Appalachia I think a lot of people are very willing to give of themselves for this sort of 

effort.  

I think a challenge might be that even if people are not raising a garden themselves they 

often feel less inclined to buy produce because they feel like they can get it from a relative, or that 

it’s too expensive and they could buy it cheaper at a larger store. I totally get that if you’ve got 

limited cash, but I also don’t think it’s only that. I think it’s a perception. “Why would I spend that on 
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this?” Sometimes it comes out in the way people talk about what should have value. If someone 

goes down south and they bring early watermelons in these big containers and sell them on the side 

of the road, and somebody else sets up and is selling smaller watermelons, then there’s a price 

comparison. Or, “They don’t have what I want when I want it.” I think that’s true across America. 

People have gotten used to expecting a certain price for food and a certain availability of food. So 

that’s a challenge, but I don’t think it’s necessarily specific to Appalachia.  

Another challenge in small communities are the impact of rumors, which can derail the best 

efforts. We had the derecho two years ago that was very destructive. We had power out here for 

weeks, and it was the hottest week of the year that it happened so that was really rough on 

everybody. They even cancelled 4th of July here, which is the biggest 4th of July celebration in the 

state. The 4th of July is a huge part of this town’s identity. After the derecho hit, those who didn’t 

leave the area pulled together and saw a way forward. However, rumors started to circulate like “Oh 

the market’s not going to continue,” to which you have to say, “No it’s going to continue. Yes, we 

can still do that.” There’s been rumors for a long time that the IGA was going to close that weren’t 

true, and may have even affected people visiting after those rumors got started. 

Community food security means all parts of the community having sufficient access to food 

to sustain them. I might keep it at that. I think our flavor of it would be locally produced food. We 

now know as of last week that the IGA here is in fact closing. If we could guarantee that the IGA is 

never going to close and the Exxon food mart’s never going to close, and that there will always be 
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SNAP benefits and other food benefits, then perhaps it wouldn’t need to be local food because 

there are guaranteed outlets for these food products. Our focus is local food because I do believe 

that that’s greater security because you’re growing it in your backyard or there’s a producer just 

down the road that has extra tomatoes that they could give you or swap for something.  

This all gives me a sense of hope, absolutely. When I’m not feeling so positive about how 

something’s going, then someone comes up and just totally lifts you. It’s always the people. They’re 

like, “Oh this is great!” Or they have a new idea, and even if the idea is not something we can 

achieve, it’s motivating that people are willing to share their ideas and their vision. I actually do think 

that this town has a lot of assets right now that are well positioned for this town to blossom. Again, 

understanding that the same people have always been here that will make that change possible. I 

just think more local initiatives will rise to the surface, like new businesses that are owned and 

operated by local people serving local people. We’ll have to see. The feed store up here, I don’t 

know how well it’s doing, but the fact that it opened here is great. Personally I don’t like having to 

go to Lewisburg to buy feed, and I think people will support it if it’s something they need and want.  

In five years I hope the market will still be operating. I see a greater variety of products at the 

market: new vendors, still music, still activities. I think that all of us who are active volunteers don’t 

want to see that go away because we’re all very committed to it. I see perhaps even greater 

integration with Alderson Main Street. They are also an organization completely run by volunteers 

and wonderful people, now with the support of an AmeriCorps member who is helping make new 
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ideas a reality. I see them kind of piggybacking on the market. Or, for example, the 100th anniversary 

of this pedestrian bridge across the river is being celebrated soon, and so they are hosting an event 

with a bridge timeline, antiques displays and food vendors across the bridge. The town benefits from 

all of these events. People will plan their whole day around being in Alderson as opposed to leaving 

town for an event. I think people really want that.  

I really don’t know what’s next for me. I have some goats, I have five hens, I have some 

rabbits, and I only have one beehive this year— a couple of them succumbed in the winter last year.  

I also have a garden, and I grow field corn. That’s sort of the only thing I’ve sold is Appalachian 

Bloody Butcher corn as red corn meal. I enjoy growing that. I personally want to produce more for 

different outlets. I want to be able to stay involved, which is not totally under my control, but I 

believe I can if I am able to subsist on this current job and the job continues 


