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Growing Fresh Fruits and Vegetables for Neighbors in Need

By DIANE JOHNSTON LEOS | Photos By CHUCK FONG, R THOMAS BERNER, AND COMMUNITY SOURCES

More than 47 million people across
every county in the United States
face hunger — including 1 in 5 children. In
Centre County, more than 15,000 individuals
are food insecure, which means they “do not
have enough to eat for an active, healthy life,”
according to Feeding America, the largest chari-
table organization in the nation.

A small but mighty organization called the
Think We not Me (TWnM) Community
Food Growing Program provides fresh
produce to food-insecure individuals in
greater Centre County. In 2024, it did so
through more than 20 traditional food
banks, pantries and prepared meal centers.
TWnM also contributes fruits and vegetables
to a number of the Central Pennsylvania
Food Bank’s Fresh Express distribution
sites. (This food bank is part of Feeding
Pennsylvania, an affiliate of Feeding America.
TWnM coordinates with the individual
programs  to

most effectively  provide

fresh produce at the times, and in the

desired.

include apples, corn, potatoes, melons, salad

quantities, Items provided may
greens, pears, tomatoes, cucumbers, squash,
eggplant, cabbage, potatoes, blueberries,
peaches, and more. Nutritious food doesnt
get healthier or more appetizing than this.
Nearly 17 years ago, in 2007, master
gardener-trained Bill Zimmer and current
Centre County Master Gardener Norm Knaub,
began to collaborate in donating their surplus
produce to local food banks. In 2018, Ken
Lipson had an acre of farmland and an old
tractor to offer for the same purpose; so the
three joined forces. Lipson had purchased the
domain name “Think We not Me,” some years
before. He did so after spending time in Nepal
and Bhutan where, he says, “People really are
into being part of a village and helping others.”
Later, assigning this name to the produce
donation program that he, Zimmer and Knaub
were running, seemed appropriate. (Lipson also
founded the TWnM Nepal School Uniform
Program. Children in Pokhara, Nepal, must

own a school uniform to attend classes. He has
raised enough funds so far to outfit more than
800 children. Lipson still visits close friends in
both Nepal and Bhutan annually.)

What started with a handful of people
donating a few boxes of vegetables greatly
expanded, and last year this organization
donated nearly 46,000 pounds of fresh
produce to local food distribution programs.
Zimmer currently serves as TWnM’s board
president and coordinator of growers, and
Lipson as treasurer and key grower. Other
board members include Master Gardener Kari
Reyburn, secretary and program coordinator;
and Edie Binkley, vice president and volunteer
& distribution coordinator.

“But our roles aren’t clear-cut,” says Zimmer.
“We all pitch in to do whatever needs to be
done.” Other current key players include
original partner Norm Knaub; Kari Reyburn’s

husband Tom Reyburn, manager of equipment
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operations; and Jim Boyce. Boyce, a long-time
friend of Lipson’s, was a board member in the
beginning, and did much to enable TWnM
to move forward. Not only did he operate the
group’s original tractor, he also created the
website, wrote promotional newsletters — and
in 2022, was instrumental in getting TWnM
incorporated as a non-profit organization and
designated as an IRS 501(c)(3) public charity.
Boyce still acts as a consultant and frequently
travels from his home in Chester County to
lend a hand. Karen Robinson and Tess Kutasz
Christensen were also instrumental in the early
growth and success of the organization and
served as key volunteers and board members.

Planting and harvesting take place at the
respective homes of Zimmer, Lipson and
Knaub, as well as on acreage lent to TWnM by
Kuhns Tree Farm and Calvary Church — all
located in Boalsburg and Centre Hall. An
additional two-acre plot near the airport on
Fox Hollow Road is on loan from University
Park Plaza Corporation.

“Occasionally other people will grow some

and box and load peppers.

produce for us,” says Zimmer. “For example,
Sara Hermann, her husband Jared Ali, and
some of her students have grown broccoli,
cabbage and cauliflower on a quarter acre in
Port Matilda. In 2024, I gave her 300 seedlings
of cauliflower and cabbage.” (Hermann is an
assistant professor of arthropod ecology and
trophic interactions at Penn State.)

Every one of the numerous sites that receive
the fruits (and vegetables) of TWnM’s labor
looks forward to handing out this produce.
Sheryl Leaman, director and treasurer of
CommonFood, Inc. (her husband, Jim
Leaman, is president), says, “Eating fruits and
vegetables makes such a difference in a person’s
life. I think it prevents health issues; but fresh
produce is usually too expensive. So our clients
really look forward to what TWnM brings.”

CommonFood, Inc. serves 200 households
each month (about 500 individuals) in

western Centre County and surrounding areas.
“This past year TWnM had an abundance of
lettuce for us,” says Sheryl Leaman. At first, I
thought, wow, that’s a lot. But not one head

was left over. We've also had cabbage and sweet

A potato harvester at work. At left, volunteers help harvest corn, clear squash plants
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A big turnout for the Calvary Church potato harvest

corn, zucchini, butternut squash, acorn squash
in September, and this year we even got some
melons and watermelons — which went over
very well. Fresh produce is especially popular,
but those we serve appreciate all the food we
provide, and that means so much to me.”

Keith Shaw of the Howard Area Food Bank
of Beech Creek says, “Bill (Zimmer) will call
to tell me, Tl have apples for you Monday
morning. Can you come get them?” So what
we get is not a set thing. Depends on what’s
available when. Once while I was picking up
apples, Bill said ‘stop by my place later.” When I
did, he threw 40 extra bags of potatoes into the
back of my truck.

“Ron Davy, our director,” says Shaw, “tells
me we serve 60-75 families from Centre County
on the first Monday of the month, and about
40 families from Clinton County on the third
Monday. People leave with a healthy balance of
groceries, and when we can add produce, they’re
very, very happy. Most of our food is canned
or frozen, so any time we get fresh fruits and
vegetables, it’s a real bonus. To them this bounty
from TWnM is a godsend. Nutritionally, you
can’t beat it, and it tastes so good.”

Heather Lee, State College Food Bank
business manager, says, “We've been working
with TWnM from the beginning. Approxi-
mately 470 households and 1,160 individuals
come to us each month; they are the recipients
of the ‘staples’ of produce TWnM provides.
We regularly see things like lettuce, zucchini,
summer squash, tomatoes, peppers, melons and
apples. We obtain produce from other sources
too, but contributions from TWnM help
enhance the availability, variety, and quality of
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what we can offer.

“I've overheard wonderful conversations,”
says Lee, “between our clients and our volun-
teers who distribute the TWnM produce.
There’s a buzz of excitement as they exchange
recipes, cooking tips, and preparation methods.
Clients love sharing how they use the fresh
vegetables in their meals and enjoy learning
from others how to prepare less common
types of produce. It’s especially meaningful to
see them try something new — like roasting
fresh beets or making zucchini noodles — and
then return to tell us how much their families
enjoyed it.”

The Lion’s Pantry, on the other hand, began
working with TWnM just recently.

“They introduced themselves to us toward
the end of last summer,” says Heide Gibson,
associate director student affairs and Lion’s
Pantry manager at Penn State. “They had corn,
apples and potatoes available at that point, and
each time we received this produce, it was in
very generous quantities. Our guests were so
pleased, and claimed it quickly.”

The Lion’s Pantry, student founded (in 2014),
student run, and student led, serves anyone with
a current Penn State ID who is food insecure.
“Typically, it’s other students,” Gibson says,”
undergraduate, graduate, PhD — but we like to
let faculty and staff know we're there for them
as well. We support the Penn State community
as best we can. My role is to advise and support
the student group operating The Lion’s Pantry.
Each week during fall and spring semesters
our pantry serves at least 350 and sometimes
upwards of 500 individuals — about half that

in the summer.

Community Food Distribution
Programs that Distributed
Produce From TWnM in 2024

* Abba Java Coffee House (St. Paul’s United
Methodist Church & Wesley Foundation)
* Acres Project
* Centre Church (Pleasant Gap)
* Centre Co YMCA Anti-Hunger Program
* Centre Hall Food Bank
¢ CommonFood, Inc.
(Port Matilda Baptist Church)
* Easter Seals Child Care Center
* Faith Centre (Bellefonte)
* Grace Lutheran Church*
* Half Moon Christian Fellowship
(Port Matilda)*
* Housing Transitions
* Howard Area Food Bank in Beech Creek
* Howard United Methodist Church*
* Lion’s Pantry
* Mt. Nittany Residences
* Mommy Shoppe
* Out of the Cold
* St. Andrew’s Community Cafe
* St. Mark’s Lutheran Church (Pleasant Gap)*

* State College Food Bank and
No Cost Produce Market

* State College Meals on Wheels

* Taproot Kitchen

*Fresh Express Distributor (“The Central
Pennsylvania Food Bank operates an
extensive Fresh Express Program that directly
supports low-income communities where
residents experience chronic hunger and food
insecurity.”)
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Lettuce and cabbage at Centre County Master Gardener Norm Knaub’s garden.
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“When TWnM asked for help in harvesting
corn, and later, potatoes,” says Gibson, “those
who came out to the fields with us included
students served by our program as well as
students who run it. I love the example that
TWnM is setting for the community, showing
how much can be done if we all just do what
we can — and with TWnM, that’s a lot! But for
others, if that means giving one can of food to
a neighborhood food bank once a week — or
even once a month — keep on doing it.”

“TWnM definitely wants to continue
making fresh produce available,” says Kari
Reyburn, “but we need assistance. For example,
its crucial that more volunteers turn out
during the growing season from May through
mid-October to help with: field preparation,
planting, cultivation, harvesting, and distri-
bution. Our volunteers tell us they enjoy
helping with gardening-related jobs, and we
only ask people to come out for a maximum of
two hours at a time.

“We especially need to keep an eye on
specialty crops, like squash, cucumbers,
eggplant and tomatoes,” she says. “These arent
harvested all at the same time. You go in and do
a picking, and three days later, you may need
to do it again. But we don't have the means to
store or refrigerate. So one of us will usually
drive the couple boxes picked that day to one
of the smaller programs. Personally, packing up
a box of recently harvested fruits or vegetables
gives me great satisfaction because I know it’ll
be put to such great use.”

“Volunteers find that yes, what we're doing
here is work,” Zimmer says, “but it’s also a lot
of fun. We very much appreciate the dedicated
individual volunteers who have worked with us
over many years and we have also found that
groups are invaluable, because so much can be
accomplished. This past year we had groups
from, among others: Calvary Baptist Church;
Taproot Kitchen; CommonFood, Inc; the
ACRES; Penn State organizations such as the
Student Farm Club and the Lion’s Pantry. And
during the United Way’s Day of Caring last fall,
students from the Bellefonte Area High School
came to help us prepare some of the fields for
winter, and to bag 4,000 pounds of apples.
Those kids were terrific, stayed right on task,
and worked as hard as any group we've ever

had. They came from Tom Wilson’s homeroom
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class, and Andy Caruso, the high school’s dean
of students, facilitated the trip.”

[Note:  Iaproot Kitchen is ‘a  culinary
venture whose main ingredients are people and
Produce — adults with autism and intellectual
disabilities and fresh food gleaned from local
Jarms.” The Acres is ‘a unique team consisting
of neurodivergent people, educators, parents,
and community members working together to
help neurodivergent and autistic adults build a
Jfoundation for a productive, independent life.”]

“There’s a huge need in this area to help
people who are having a tough time putting
food on their tables,” says Zimmer. “We want
to keep supplying fresh fruits and vegetables to
the programs filling that need. But for Think
We not Me to continue doing this, several
requirements must be met. We're especially
looking for people to step into leadership
roles,” says Zimmer. “We also require someone
to organize the deliveries to the various food
banks and other sites — and someone who has
an open-bed truck to transport those deliveries.
Regarding storage space, we could use a storage
facility for summer produce that isnt exposed
to summer heat — and over the winter, a
facility with a moderate temperature (above
freezing). Financially, our biggest need is help
in paying off a $20,000 loan for our tractor.
Without those loan payments, we could be
providing many more truckloads of fresh fruits
and vegetables.”

“And,” says Lipson, “we could really use our
own truck, van or large SUV to make deliveries.
If someone has an old but mechanically sound
vehicle like that to either donate or sell to us at
a good price, we would love to have it.”

In earlier years, money crucial to operating
came from the Centre Gives donation drive in
May; reimbursement from the Pa. Department
of Agriculture’s PASS program; and contribu-
tions from individuals. Additional funding
became more and more crucial as costs
continued to increase for purchasing seeds,
seedlings, fertilizer, potting mixes, farming
machinery and other supplies, as well as for
buying fuel and keeping up with the repair and
maintenance of equipment. Two corporate
sponsors stepped up to help TWnM with some
of these costs. “University Park Plaza has always
been a staunch supporter,” says Zimmer. “And

in 2023, they put money into an endowment
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Penn State students bag apples.

for us with the Centre Foundation, funds
which the Foundation matched. TWnM
can now count on getting the interest from
that endowment annually” In spring 2024,
a national corporation which prefers to stay
anonymous, came through with an ongoing
monthly contribution that — assuming other
donations continue as well — will allow
TWnM to keep up with operating costs and
possibly add to the list of those they serve. If
you wish to make a tax-deductible donation to
support this worthy effort, go to the website at
https://thinkwenotme.orgldonation.

There are several other ways you can partic-
ipate. If any of the following activities appeal to
you, go to: htips://thinkwenotme.org/contact-us
and choose from the drop-down menu:

* taking a leadership role with the Think We

not Me team

* volunteering your group or yourself to work
in the fields

* growing select kinds of produce (for experi-

enced gardeners) in your own field or

garden
* signing up for newsletters and mailings to

learn more and keep current.

And please be sure to “like” TWnM on
Facebook.

There’s a lot of camaraderie and laughter
taking place at TWnM every step of the way.
This happens between and among board
members, the other key players, and the
volunteers. Being part of this organization
means having a good time. But it’s so much
more than that.

Volunteering with Think We not Me also
means playing a key role in helping to reduce

food insecurity in our area. {{fl

Pounds of Produce from All Growers Donated by TWnM In 20245:;

.............. 271 Peppers.........eeune...300

Apples................. 16,087 Eggplant..... ’

Beets....ccoeevueveeennnn 314 Greens, Misc............... 20 Plums............ Sl 185
BroccOli........ueeenen. 289 Lettuce ........cuuun..... 888 Potatoes......... %.....4,646
Cabbage................ 2,393 Melons................... 1,143 Squash, Summer ..3,550
Carrots........ccoouueee.... 140 Mixed Produce......... 641 Squash, Winter......1,612
(070) o I 10,463 Onions.......ccceeeeeeee.... 360 Tomatoes.................. 682
Cucumbers............ 1,338 Pears .....cccccevveeeeunnn. 145 Watermelon.............. 437
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