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Karen Day is the co-director of Plenty! She is excited and motivated to connect with people, 

and wants her organization to help build capacity within the community of Floyd. Karen 

believes that it is vital to invest time into building relationships with other organizations in the 

community. She believes that Floyd County has the potential to restore the community fabric 

of neighbors taking care of each other, so that everyone can have access to fresh fruits and 

vegetables and a quality of life. 
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 I’m the co-director of Plenty! along with my husband, McCabe Coolidge. We started 

with a project about five years ago, and different projects have since continued on. Both of 

us like to start new things, and so we didn’t really think of it as an organization at the 

beginning. It was more of a project. As time went on and we had more and more projects, 

we realized that we needed to make more of an umbrella. In the beginning it was just us.  

We used to ask friends to do things, too. It’s all volunteer, but in the last six months, because 

of the way we’ve grown, I’ve tried to take on more of an administrative role. I’m looking at 

how we can have some systems that organize volunteers and our information. I am trying to 
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find people to do that because I’m not a detail-person. I’m a people organizer but not 

necessarily an information organizer. I still think of myself as the person who provides 

support for the volunteers. I am kind of the communication conduit. I’ve also started getting 

involved with some of our local and regional coalitions to reach out beyond our organization 

in order to build partnerships with the other groups that we work with. We are working with 

the Appalachian Foodshed Project.  Also, here in Floyd, we have a healthy community team 

that was started with a grant from the Virginia Healthy Youth Foundation that was working 

on childhood obesity. We’re doing a lot with food, nutrition, and physical activity projects. 

 I’m almost 59 years old, and I’ve worked in a lot of areas. I started in education as a 

teacher for fifth grade. I grew up on the farm that my mom grew up on. It wasn’t a farm 

anymore at the time I was there, and I didn’t move away from there until I went to college in 

the middle of Illinois. I grew up in the mid-west. I wanted to go to the city, so I did an urban 

teaching program in Chicago. I ended up getting a teaching job, and stayed living there for 

about 18 years. From teaching, I went into more administrative work, which included 

administrating some children’s programs and doing creative drama with some kids.  

I always wanted to get to the essence of things. I worked in religious education in 

Chicago in a Unitarian Universalist congregation. Later on, I ended up going to seminary and 

was ordained as a pastor. My internship in the San Francisco area was in a congregation and 

community ministry. That was the Faithful Fools Street Ministry in the Tenderloin 
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neighborhood of San Francisco. There I learned about being on the streets with people, 

without a purpose, standing in line waiting for food together. Before that, I have done a little 

bit of work with food in Asheville, North Carolina. I volunteered at a food bank, but I didn’t 

really think of myself as a foodie kind of person. I liked to eat, but didn’t think too much 

about where my food was coming from. I worked as a pastor then for several years in North 

Carolina, and then we discovered this area. McCabe and I came up over here for camping 

and we enjoyed the beauty of it. I decided it was time to let go of the ministering in North 

Carolina, make a leap and come up here without a job and see where I might be able to 

serve the community. That was a very difficult transition of not having any kind of identity.  It 

was difficult not being able to tell people like, “This is what I do,” I’m glad that I waited it out. I 

never thought this would be what I ended up doing. I love the landscape, the mountains. I 

love the traditional music. It seemed like an interesting mix of artisan farmers.  

 The purpose of Plenty! as an organization is to nourish community and to feed 

hungry neighbors by growing and sharing food. My personal goal is to keep Plenty! a vibrant 

community building group. Right now there is a tension between finding systems that will 

help support that, and tapping into systems that will deaden that. There are a lot of 

organizations that become bureaucratic; they’re not personal anymore. I want to always 

maintain that personal touch, and stay in touch with everyone who is connected with us. 

There are a lot of things we do to keep connected to people on a personal basis. I want to 
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be sure that I have met the people we are taking food to. Even though I am doing a lot of 

administrative things, I want to always make sure that I am hearing the stories of people who 

come to pick up food. I want to make sure that the volunteers are having fun. We never try 

to guilt people into doing something or say, “We really, really need…” I believe that if there is 

something we need to do we will find someone to do it, so I ask volunteers, “Is this 

something that sounds fun to you? Is this something you’d like to do?” Even when people 

approach us and say they’d like to get involved, I try to find out what it is that they enjoy 

doing, and place them there. It is different from other organizations I’ve experienced where 

there is a list of things, or there is a sense that if they don’t get more people, there will be big 

trouble. Also, I hear the stories from the volunteers of how they connect with people. We 

have people who have been driving for five years, and they feel very strongly connected to 

the receivers of deliveries. That is important. 

 I am excited and motivated to connect to people. Here in Floyd, we have a wide 

variety of people. Many of them have been here for generations and have a lot of traditional 

practices. There are newcomers like me. We moved here seven or eight years ago. I try to 

find the ways that people come together, and food seems like a natural way for that. I also 

love the feeling and look of the countryside around here. I also like the openness of the 

people over here. I’ve found that people are willing to open their hearts and homes. That 

encourages me and keeps me motivated. 
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 Talking about our program, “Portable Produce,” it is very simple in certain ways. 

Farmers and gardeners bring us their extra produce and we bring it to people who don’t 

have transportation. Before I came here, I was not a foodie. I was not that into local food. I 

didn’t pay much attention to it. But when we joined a CSA called Seven Springs Farm, we got 

a bag of fresh produce every week. We also volunteered to be out there and work. I would 

go out there, sit and weed with other people. I would get this bag of vegetables and figured 

out what to do with them. I learned a lot about what the vegetables were, how to cook them, 

and how to use up a whole bag of vegetables in a week. One day we were thinning beets. 

There were these boxes of beet greens and Polly Hieser, the farmer asked, “Do you want to 

take these into town to give them to the community food pantry?” I said, “Sure,” and took 

them into Community Action, who had a food pantry. They said that they couldn’t do 

anything with these. They were like, “We don’t know who is coming in today. We don’t have 

a cooler for them. They’ll just sit here and wilt.”   

McCabe and I had been having an ongoing conversation about our role in the 

community. We were finding ways to connect. We sat and brainstormed about the people 

who couldn’t come to the pantry. We were like, “What about the people who don’t have 

transportation? Who are they? Could we just take stuff to them?” We talked to the head of 

Community Action in Floyd, and with the Agency on Aging. They started asking their people 

like, “Would you like to have someone bring you some fresh produce?” A lot of older folks 
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who live alone had gardens growing up. We started taking to them.  When we got extra 

produce, which was at first just from Seven Springs Farm, we started spreading the word 

around. We were like, “Hey, gardeners, bring us your stuff.” At that time McCabe had a 

pottery studio right downtown. People would bring it to us there, and we’d bring it out when 

we got it. There started to be more people to take stuff to, so we asked our friends, “Hey do 

you want to take some vegetables out to people?” That’s how it started. 

 At first, names came from Community Action, the Agency on Aging, and from the 

Children’s Health Initiative since we also got some families with small children. At the 

beginning as far as the farmers are concerned, there was Seven Springs Farm and Five Penny 

Farm. I don’t remember specific gardeners—I’m sure that there were people who gave a lot. 

Sometimes it was just home gardeners who would bring us a few heads of lettuce. Pine Ridge 

Apartments is an apartment that is subsidized for people who are on social security or on 

disability or elderly. We were able to connect with the manager and started taking things to 

people who wanted it in that apartment. After that first initial push to get some names, and 

bring stuff to people, we realized that we needed a cooler. We couldn’t always jump up and 

bring the produce out the day it came. The next day something else would come in and we’d 

have to bring it out again. We asked people if they would be willing to contribute to a cooler, 

and we got a used refrigerator. That made us a bit more regular. We could go out once a 

week, and we could bring several things to people at the same time. 
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A lot of things have already blossomed from “Portable Produce.” We have a food 

bank that provides more staples for people. We have gathering programs like our soup 

lunches in the winter where we bring people together to eat. We also have our farmer’s 

market, where we bring people together to go to the market. Our newest thing is the Plenty! 

Farm, which is a way for us to grow more food for more people. We need to figure out how 

to get more food out there. “Portable Produce” is only one aspect of that. We are starting to 

take food to food pantries and agencies that might want it.  

 It’s challenging to get out to everyone in the county. We had to divide into about 

seven different routes. We try to find people who live in one area to take things out. We try 

to emphasize the sense that this is the neighborly thing to do. We’re not helping the needy; 

we’re just sharing with our neighbors. Sometimes it’s even challenging to find the places, and 

to get to the people. Now I’d say that the challenge is trying to maintain the system so that 

volunteers can be notified regularly. We’re starting to weigh the food that comes through 

here. For all that time, we did not know how much food passed through here. We are trying 

to be more careful about documenting what’s happening, though that’s a challenge. I think 

the technical challenges have been more difficult than connecting with people. 

We’re fortunate to have people over here who were growing vegetables. A lot of 

traditional farmers are doing cattle. We’ve heard comments from the local agriculture teacher 

that a lot of kids on those farms aren’t interested in vegetables. That was a big challenge. 
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We’ve already made progress in Floyd County, which other places in the region haven’t. It’s 

like reclaiming something. People used to grow all their own food all over Appalachia, so it’s 

not impossible, but it does need to be reintroduced. People couldn’t make a living, so they 

started getting in their cars.  Now 60% of our population goes outside of Floyd County to 

work.  

I am concerned because there is a sense that one can’t make farming as their living. If 

you’re unable to make a living out of farming, then it is hard to have the time to even have a 

garden for your own family. I don’t have kids at home, so I listen to all those people who are 

trying to do that juggling. Many of them are commuting out of the county to work, and they 

come back home too exhausted to bear the idea of working in the garden. It’s hard to be 

practical and want all that we want to happen at the same time. It can only happen if people 

work together. I don’t think it can just happen within a family. 

  I like to listen to people and hear their stories. I’ve discovered that I really treasure the 

older folks. It made me look back at my own family. I am getting to hear the stories from 

someone else’s grandparents that I didn’t hear from my grandparents. That’s been very 

rewarding. Getting outside has been rewarding too. I was surprised to see how willing and 

open people are, especially the older folks. They allowed us into their homes and shared with 

us their experience of growing food. There’s not the guardedness. I was a newcomer, and 



 

Page | 9  
 

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 

there are some places where you feel the division between the old-timers and the 

newcomers, and yet we were welcomed in. 

In the beginning, organizations like Community Action and the Agency on Aging, 

wanted to give us referrals. Now we get referrals from social services and community 

services. We did another project with the Health Department. We are always making an effort 

to connect with other organizations. We try to pay attention to how much and what level of 

collaboration other groups want. In many agencies, people are overworked. It’s not like they 

want or are looking for more to do. We’ve also connected a lot with churches and church 

pantries. That’s really important in this county because that’s where a lot of stuff happens. 

Music is a way in which people come together across barriers. Also, there are some 

churches and communities where people are helping and pay attention to each other. The 

schools are a pretty strong community. We have 4-H, the Lions Club, and the Rotary.  There 

are a lot of efforts to work together. There are a lot of people who moved here to do that. 

We also have people who have always lived here, and that’s their tradition.  

I like the fact that we’re dealing with fresh produce because we can’t let things 

stagnate. We have trust that things will come in their own time. We will have resources as 

well as the opportunities to serve. For me, it’s been an issue of quality, not quantity. Now 

we’re trying to quantify how many people we are reaching, but I believe that there are 

individuals who are eating better food because we’ve been able to share it with them. There 
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are a lot of farmers and gardeners who are gratified that food that was going to be thrown 

away is being given to someone who loves having it. We’ve also touched a lot of kids. We 

don’t know what the effects of that ripple will be. Now we’re going to start sending out 

container gardens so that people might be able to start a little garden at home. All of that 

matters, but what matters even more to me is the relationship and the fabric. I feel grateful 

and gratified when I hear people whom have been here for a long time appreciate what 

we’re doing. I feel like we’re fitting into the fabric of what has always been in Floyd County. 

It gives me hope when I see kids responding. I hear stories from the elders like, “Yes 

we grew our own food, shared our food, we had enough, and we all went to the same mill.” 

I’m hopeful that it can be restored. I’m particularly hopeful about Floyd because there is so 

much land that can still be used for farming. It’s hilly, but there is flat land that is 

undeveloped. It hasn’t become overdeveloped, so there is the possibility that more growing 

could be done.  

I imagine that the Plenty! farm will be a place where we can bring generations 

together. The younger folks can learn from older folks as to what used to work, or what they 

remember about growing their garden here in this region. There are a lot of tips that we 

don’t want to lose. We want to give a place where young people can learn these skills, not 

just the skills of growing, but also the skills of growing and building community. In that light, 

we are also doing a history project. We have some people who are going do some oral 
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histories to preserve stories from elders and share them through a farm museum down the 

road on 221.  

Person-to-person is a practice and value that we have. It has served us very well. 

Listening is a practice that we’ve used to help guide us. Even now we don’t really have a five-

year plan of what we’re going to do, and yet last fall someone in the community asked us, 

“Would you be willing to do this here?” That’s how our community gardening project started. 

Sometimes I’ll look at our work and ask, “How many people does it make a difference for? 

Does it matter?” That’s not usually a fruitful place for me to go to, because how do you 

measure that? 

I feel very gratified when people say to me that they appreciate what we’re doing. I’m 

grateful for that. Our advisory team, asks, “Well, how will this continue on? What would 

happen if you and McCabe weren’t doing this?” I don’t know. It’s step-by-step, we don’t have 

a yardstick of success like, “We’ve served this many people.” My vision is that no one in Floyd 

County should be hungry. Anyone in Floyd County that wants fresh fruits and vegetables 

should have them. It should be the practice of responding rather than imposing. We should 

be present and enhance our dialogue between Plenty! and the community. There is a group 

called the “Multidisciplinary Team” where people from all different social services come 

together once a month and report information like, “Here’s what we’re doing.” That was the 
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seed for the healthy communities grant. Being there and being consistent is the way to help 

those connections flourish. 

 Our approach is that if there is a need we can do it. We go in with the sense that, “Oh, 

what is the need?” We do not go in saying, “I want to do this program.” Listening to what is 

needed is important. Then it forms more organically. It is vital to be willing to give time, and 

to connect with the organizations that are already in the community. You are perceived 

differently if you come in with a great idea, and try to tell them that they should do it. 

Instead, you should do it for them. That’s different from saying, “There is this need, and we 

hear you and others saying this isn’t happening, maybe we could help make it happen.” We 

have completely relied on the generosity of our volunteers, gardeners, and farmers. This is 

the kind of program that you can start without a lot of grant money, foundation, or 

infrastructure, as long as there is some kind of central point.  

 It would have been helpful if we had been more organized earlier on. There were 

people who were frustrated because they didn’t know when we were going to show up. 

Volunteers who didn’t get a message, who should have gotten one. I’m glad that we’re 

collecting more information now. We should have had things a little more standardized 

earlier in the game. Sometimes we don’t do things in the most efficient way, but that’s not 

necessarily my goal anyways. We have to figure out the balance. I hope we haven’t done too 

many things where people think it’s a waste of time. Sometimes we have 12 people making 
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soup when four people could have made that soup, but they’re having a good time, so why 

would we do it only with four? Although we want to be responsive, we could do more with 

more planning.  

Our advisory team is helping me and McCabe to stay focused and not spread too 

wide of a net. I’m looking at the community garden right now. We haven’t been able to solve 

every problem. Maybe we could be more strategic while we addressed those problems. 

There might be another whole way to work towards “Portable Produce.” Our idea was so 

simple, and it works well. There is nothing huge I’d change about that. If there is something 

better, I haven’t thought of it yet. I hope we are going to get into setting up some systems so 

that more people can be involved in an easier way. 

McCabe and I are doing this together. We challenge and encourage each other, 

which helps to keep one another going. I would not be able to do this by myself because he 

has skills that I don’t have, and I’m not the kind of person to start something off by myself. 

I’ve tried at other points in my life, but it’s very difficult. He’s a continual influence. My teacher 

and mentor at the Faithful Fool Street Ministry, Kay Jorgensen, also influences me. While we 

weren’t doing work specifically with food, I learned about wanting to do something essential. 

There is something about this work we do now, where you are dealing with an essential 

need, the need for food. I believe the seed was planted then. Also, she planted in me the 

seed of trust, and that is the reason why we named this Plenty!. We trust that we will have 
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what we need before it is asked of us, or before we have to give it to someone else. That was 

a lesson I learned from her, and she continues to remind me of that. 

 I’ve heard that when people lived in small neighborhoods, everyone was as secure as 

everyone else. When someone had food, everyone did. People were taking care of each 

other. It is still possible in our county, but it will not be completely like it was before because 

everyone does not know each other. If you have those connections and those conduits 

between people it will start to happen. We can be a link in the chain. We are talking with 

farmers, gardeners, and with people who want to have more produce but can’t afford it, or 

want to have more produce but can’t get to the farmer’s market or have transportation 

issues. That’s an important link. 

   


