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In southern West Virginia, a family provides healthy, homegrown foods for their community by 

way of Community Supported Agriculture. 

The land of the Appalachian region is fertile farmland, ideal for many staple crops. Once, all who 

lived in this region were farmers, or part of a community that raised its own food. Everyone has to eat, 

and as they say, you are what you eat. However, the food you buy in the grocery store today brings with it 

many questions. What kinds of chemicals were used to produce it? What health risks are associated with 

certain preservatives? How diverse are the ingredients of the assortment of processed foods that are 

available?  It can be overwhelming to try and keep up with all the facts. Luckily, in some places there is 

an alternative. At my family’s farm, Oakwyn Farms, my mother and grandparents saw the need to provide 
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a safer way for people to eat. They started what is known as a CSA – a Community Supported Agriculture 

program. Through this program, we provide fresh, homegrown vegetables for many of our fellow 

community members for a weekly fee. 

Our family has always lived off the land. As long as I can remember, my parents grew a garden. 

They learned to do this from my grandparents, who learned from their own parents and so on. Gardening 

is a family tradition. From a young age, I also learned to tend a garden, and to harvest and preserve the 

food provided by it. By growing and canning our own green beans, corn, tomatoes, and many other 

vegetables, we greatly reduce the amount of food we have to purchase from the store. Because we raise it 

in our own backyards, we know exactly where that food has been and what goes into it. There is no 

question that it is safe, because we grew it to be exactly that. 

My grandparents, Sid and Dana Moye, sometimes sell their extra vegetables at farmer’s markets 

or flea markets, and there is always a demand for fresh food. The idea came up that if a big enough, 

productive enough garden was grown, it could provide for a small community of people in addition to our 

family. Several friends wanted to support local agriculture and provide their families with safe, local food. 

These friends wanted to buy our vegetables without having to try and make it to the farmer’s market on 

time, and wanted a dependable supply of fresh vegetables. My mother, Wendy Johnston, had heard about 

CSAs, or Community Supported Agriculture farms and started doing research on how to effectively set 

up such a program at our own farm. This would solve two problems. One is the problem of acquaintances 

that could not make it to the farmer’s market on time to obtain the vegetables they wanted. The second 

problem it would solve is what to do with the vegetables that didn’t sell at the market.  

Often, not all of the vegetables we took to the market would sell, either because of an 

overabundance of a particular crop or because of weather conditions preventing people from attending the 

market. These vegetables would then need to be preserved quickly or given away. In her research, my 

mother discovered that a system for distribution of vegetable “shares” could be set up to provide for all 

who wanted to be involved. Only the vegetables needed for the shares would be picked, thereby reducing 

waste. By charging a reasonable weekly fee for the vegetable shares, we would ensure that we could 
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afford to continue to provide this service for our community. The only problem then presented was the 

matter of growing enough vegetables for our customers and ourselves. 

We employ a variety of methods for growing the optimal amount of vegetables. My stepfather’s 

farm, Oakwyn Farms, is located in Athens, West Virginia and is the main base of operation. At Oakwyn 

Farms, we have one large garden that takes up about an acre and a half of land, in which we grow most of 

the beans, corn, and tomatoes. Closer to my parents’ house, there are smaller raised bed gardens, in which 

other veggies like onions, peppers, sweet peas, and salad greens are grown. In addition to this, my 

grandparents also garden on their own farm, Mountain Valley Farm, located in Rock, West Virginia. 

There they also have a big garden and raised bed gardens. The biggest problem we’ve had is with deer 

eating the crops. Last year, due to the trouble we had with them, my stepfather erected a tall electric fence 

all around the large garden, and this was the only way we could keep them out of it, despite trying 

methods such as tying plastic bags in the garden to scare them away.  

Everything is grown organically. We experiment with various organic pesticides, searching for 

the safest way to fight the bugs. Keeping up with a garden is a fulltime job in order to keep ahead of the 

weeds and the bugs, and in order to harvest the various crops on time. However, we take no shortcuts with 

chemicals of any sort. My mother firmly believes that introducing potentially harmful elements is not 

worth the risk, and so little comforts like chemical pesticides or enhanced fertilizer are not allowed. This 

does mean more physical labor in the garden, but it ensures that the food grown is safe and healthy. 

However, growing and maintaining the garden is only part of the job. There is also the matter of 

harvesting the vegetables. 

Every week during the summer, we harvest what we need for about fifteen shares. These shares 

are placed in baskets and crates for people to stop by the farm and pick up on a designated day. This way, 

we know for sure that we will sell all of the vegetables we harvest and everyone who wants to buy the 

vegetables will be able to pick up their shares when it is most convenient for them. Crops like green beans 

are often harvested one or two days before pickup day, since they require a lot of time. Tomatoes, peppers, 

corn, and other various crops are harvested the morning of pickup day.  
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We go out early in the morning to avoid summer heat and usually have our vegetables gathered 

by midday. The next couple of hours are spent carefully arranging, cleaning, and dividing up the veggies, 

a process that takes longer than one might think. Then the veggies and baskets are taken out to our front 

porch, where we wait for pickup. The customers can then drive out to pick up their baskets, and we 

usually explain all the different vegetables provided that week and suggest some different ways to prepare 

them. Our customers often stay for a while to chat on the porch with us while we wait for everyone to 

show up. 

The response we’ve gotten has been overwhelmingly positive. Before the season even started this 

past year, we had people asking to be “put on the list” for a share. If we doubled our current production, 

we would probably have plenty of new customers eager to buy shares as well. As it is, we raise the 

maximum amount that we can, given that it’s a family run endeavor and we have to do all the work in the 

gardens ourselves, when we have the time. It’s a big job, but more than worth it. People want to buy 

healthy food locally. They want to know where their food is coming from. So there’s definitely a market 

for this, and our CSA has been very successful. 

Aside from health reasons, there’s another very important reason to garden like this and to 

involve your friends and neighbors in the process as much as possible. By operating this CSA and 

showing people that yes, their food can come right out of someone’s backyard, we are showing people 

that they, too, can raise a garden of their own if they have the space. Gardening is one of the oldest 

Appalachian traditions, and it is a tradition through which we can not only take care of ourselves and our 

neighbors, but also connect to our roots. 

The Appalachian region is full of life. We have the means to provide for ourselves right at our 

very fingertips and it is our responsibility to ourselves, our families, and to the land to make responsible 

use of this most valuable resource. Appalachians lived off of the land long ago, finding that this area was 

plentiful in many different types of flora that they could make use of. When I work in the garden with my 

family, I think of my many ancestors before me who lived in this place and worked the land, feeding 

themselves and their children with the riches it could provide them.  
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Yes, they do say, “you are what you eat.” There is another option, “eat what you are.”  By that, I 

mean that if you work hard and put all of yourself into raising your own food, you are no longer just 

“what you eat.” The food that you consume is food that came from you. It has mileage too, in a different 

way than the food you buy from the store. Instead of coming from miles and miles away, the knowledge 

of how to grow it has been passed down to you from years and years of people who kept this tradition 

alive. The land is your livelihood – how well you live depends on how you use the land.  

 

 


