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Welcome!

You	may	be	a	community	member	who	wants	to	do	something	for	

others.	You	may	be	part	of	a	church	social	action	committee,	a	public	

school,	or	a	company.	You	may	be	a	young	farmer	interested	in	run-

ning	your	own	non-profit	farm.	Or	a	student	looking	for	a	commu-

nity	project.	We’re	glad	you	found	us.

This	brief	document	provides	an	overview	of	Gaining	Ground	

and	our	model	for	hunger	relief	and	volunteerism.	We’ll	tell	you	a	

bit	about	what	we	do	and	how	we	do	it.	We’ll	cover	the	key	elements	

of	our	organization.	And	we	hope	our	story	will	inspire	similar	

efforts	in	communities	near	and	far	from	Concord,	Massachusetts	—	

our	hometown.

We	see	this	document	as	a	first	step	in	a	longer,	more	wide-

ranging	conversation.	We’re	open	to	sharing	our	knowledge,	

expertise,	and	advice.	And	to	helping	like-minded	groups	find	their	

way.	Join	us.
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Mission
What is Gaining Ground?

Our	mission	is	a	good	place	to	start:	Gaining Ground grows organic 

produce for hunger relief with help from volunteers of all ages and abilities, 

who work and learn in our gardens.

In	short,	we	grow	food	and	give	it	away	to	people	who	need	it.	For	

free.	We’ve	been	doing	this	for	fifteen	seasons	now	—	each	one		

a	little	different.	And	we’ve	learned	a	few	things	along	the	way,		

the	kind	of	experience	that	might	help	you	start	something	similar	

in	your	community.

A	little	more	about	us:

•	 We’re	a	dynamic	group	of	engaged	individuals.

•	 We’re	quirky,	in	a	good	way.

•	 We’re	diverse,	but	interconnected.

•	 We	stay	open	to	new	ideas,	while	keeping	what	works.

•	 We	attract	an	incredible	community	of	supporters.

•	 We	work	hard	but	try	to	make	it	look	easy.

•	 We	believe	in	Gaining	Ground.
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History
How did Gaining Ground start?

Gaining	Ground	began	in	1994	as	a	small	garden	on	private	land.	

It	was	founded	by	Jamie	Bemis,	a	Concord	resident	who	established	

Gaining	Ground	as	a	non-profit	organization,	set	up	our	Board	of	

Directors,	hired	our	first	farmer,	and	began	to	attract	volunteers	and	

a	community	of	supporters	to	Gaining	Ground.	During	the	early	

days,	Gaining	Ground	was	a	small	group	serving	a	limited	number	

of	volunteers	and	recipients.	The	foundation	of	the	group	was	solid,	

and	over	the	next	decade,	we	grew	to	become	a	more	integral	part	of	

our	community.

We	moved	to	the	Thoreau	birthplace	farm	in	1999,	expanded	

our	volunteer	opportunities,	bought	a	truck,	built	a	pavilion	on	

our	property	to	shelter	our	staff,	expanded	our	staff,	started	our	

Concord	Food	for	Families	direct	donation	program,	reached	out	to	

new	groups	in	the	community,	worked	more	with	the	schools,	and	

established	a	clear	plan	for	the	future.

Now	we’re	attracting	a	record	numbers	of	volunteers.	We’ve	

become	one	of	the	premier	sites	for	meaningful	volunteerism	in	our	

community.	And	we’re	donating	more	produce	to	groups	that	need	

it.	More	and	more	people	know	us	and	rely	on	us.

While	we’re	proud	of	our	history	—	and	happy	to	see	Gaining	

Ground	thriving	at	all	levels	—	we’re	excited	about	the	potential	our	

model	holds	in	communities	beyond	Concord.	We	don’t	want	to	

become	a	huge	organization	or	open	Gaining	Ground	“franchises.”	

We	simply	want	to	inspire	people	to	do	something	similar	in	their	

own	communities.	It’s	important	to	remember	that	we	started	in	a	

front	yard.	So	don’t	be	afraid	to	start	small	—	it	can	always	lead	to	a	

bigger	things.
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•	 Openness — we are accessible to everyone.	 We	welcome	

volunteers	of	all	ages	and	from	all	backgrounds,	and	work	to	

reach	out	to	underserved	groups	in	our	community.	Our	Board	

and	staff	also	encompass	diverse	strengths	and	perspectives.

•	 Experience — we nurture joy and wonder in our garden.	 We	

create	compelling,	meaningful	volunteer	opportunities	tailored	

to	the	unique	needs	of	every	individual.

•	 Scale — we respect the power of small.	 Working	well	with	small	

groups	fosters	the	personal	contact	and	nurturing	community	at	

the	core	of	Gaining	Ground.	Our	farming	is	also	on	a	small	scale,	

enabling	a	closer	connection	with	the	land.

•	 Sustainability — we grow in a careful, considered fashion.	 We	

consider	all	opportunities	for	growth	and	expand	our	operation	

incrementally	and	carefully.	We	test	all	new	ideas	against	our	

mission	and	pilot	new	programs	before	integrating	them	into		

our	core	operation.

Bottom	line,	Gaining	Ground	is	simple	and	powerful	—	and	poten-

tially	easier	to	establish	and	keep	going	than	other	more	elaborate	

and/or	expensive	non-profit	organizations.	Plus,	we	know	it’s	a	

model	that	works.	Most	non-profits	fail	after	a	few	years.	We’re	thriv-

ing	after	more	than	a	decade.	And	we	plan	to	be	around	forever.

Values
Why is Gaining Ground different?

There	are	other	models	for	what	we	do.	Community	supported	

agriculture	(CSAs)	grow	food	with	the	financial	support	of	

community	shareholders.	Community	gardens	bring	together	

gardeners	on	communal	plots	of	land.	And	some	progressive	

commercial	farms	devote	space	to	growing	food	for	hunger	relief.

We’re	something	different	—	a	unique	combination	of	hunger	

relief	and	community	volunteerism.	All	of	the	food	we	grow	is	given	

away	to	people	who	need	it	—	for	free.	This	refreshingly	simple	

approach	lets	us	focus	on	meeting	the	needs	of	our	volunteers	and	

recipients,	rather	than	on	sales.	It	lets	us	provide	healthy	produce	to	

people	who	need	it	most,	while	offering	new	volunteer	opportunities	

to	a	wide	range	of	people.	These	two	aspects	of	our	work	are	closely	

intertwined	—	one	wouldn’t	work	without	the	other.

Our	values	also	define	us	and	help	differentiate	our	approach:

•	 Integrity — we remain true to our mission.	 We	work	hard	to	

grow	high-quality	produce,	serve	the	needs	of	our	recipients,	

provide	an	exceptional	experience	to	each	volunteer,	and	

maximize	the	generous	support	of	our	donors.

•	 Free — we donate all of our food for free. We	give	our	produce		

to	hunger	relief	organizations	—	and	directly	to	people	in	need	—	

always	for	free.	This	approach	keeps	our	operation	simple	and	

enables	us	to	give	recipients	the	best	possible	produce.



Elements     of the Gaining Ground Model

	 10	 Dirt	 Where is your farm?

	 12	 Plants	 What do you grow?

	 16	 Hands	 Who does the work?

	 18	 Learning	 What do volunteers learn?

	 20	 Recipients		 Where does the food go?

	 22	 Leaders	 Who runs the show?

	 24	 Partners	 Who do we work with?

	 26	 Fun	 Why do this?

	 28	 Money	 Who pays for everything?



10 11

Dirt
Where is your farm?

Our	farmer	comes	home	dirtier	than	anyone	we’ve	ever	seen.	And	so	

do	our	volunteers.	Quite	literally,	they	connect	with	the	land.	And	in	

the	digital	era,	a	little	dirt	can	be	a	very	good	thing.

Our	main	farm	is	in	historic	Concord,	MA	—	home	of	many	

a	revolutionary	notion.	The	main	farm	is	on	one	of	the	oldest	

continually	farmed	plots	of	land	in	America	and	behind	the	house	

where	Henry	David	Thoreau	was	born.	So,	land	with	a	history	—	as	

well	as	a	future.	We	lease	our	land	from	the	Town	of	Concord’s	

Natural	Resources	Commission	—	a	partnership	that	benefits	both	of	

our	organizations.

We’re	hidden	in	a	corner	of	Concord,	on	the	flight	path	of	a	

major	regional	airport,	and	on	land	that	we	can	charitably	describe	

as	hardscrabble.	While	a	perfect	plot	of	riverside	land	would	be	

ideal,	we’ve	managed	to	do	well	with	the	land	that	we	have.	So	don’t	

wait	until	you	find	the	perfect	plot	to	start	a	farm.	You	just	have	to	

work	happily	with	what	you	have.

We	also	maintain	a	19th	century	reproduction	garden	at	the	

historic	Old	Manse,	designed	and	planted	with	heirloom	varieties.	

It’s	based	on	the	garden	Henry	David	Thoreau	gave	to	Nathaniel	

and	Sophia	Hawthorne	as	a	wedding	present	in	1842.	This	garden	

is	located	at	the	historic	Old	Manse	in	Concord,	a	popular	tourist	

destination,	allowing	us	to	share	what	we	do	with	a	wide	range		

of	visitors.

Possibilities for land

•	 Town	green	space

•	 Private	land	or	yard

•	 A	portion	of	an	operating	farm

•	 Property	on	(or	owned	by)	a	school	or	college

•	 A	big	field	next	to	a	corporation

•	 Historical	property

•	 Land	that	used	to	be	farmed
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Plants
What do you grow?

We	grow	over	300	varieties	of	organic	vegetables	and	fruits,	includ-

ing	many	heirloom	varieties	of	tomatoes,	summer	squash,	potatoes,	

greens,	strawberries,	and	more.	The	diversity	of	our	garden	lets	us	

serve	our	recipient	groups	well	throughout	our	growing	season.	And	

they	keep	the	experience	interesting	for	our	staff	and	many	volunteers.

Over	time,	we	zero	in	on	varieties	that	work	well,	fine-tune	the	

timing	of	when	certain	crops	go	in	the	ground,	and	perfect	our	epic	

garden	plan.	Part	of	working	the	same	plot	of	land	year	after	year	

is	learning	what	grows	best	there,	experimenting	with	new	crops,	

varieties,	and	growing	methods.	In	the	end,	our	goal	is	to	grow	high-

quality	organic	produce	for	our	recipient	groups,	in	quantities	that	

meet	their	needs.

Possibilities for crops

•	 Crops	appropriate	for	your	region

•	 Traditional/native	varieties	no	one	grows	anymore

•	 A	blend	of	three	simple	crops	(e.g.,	the	Three	Sisters	—	corn,	

squash,	and	beans)

•	 A	monocrop	(one	item,	done	well)

•	 Hand-fruit	only	(cherry	tomatoes,	strawberries)	for	children

•	 Flowers	and	herbs

•	 Rotating	crops	that	provide	produce/volunteer	opportunities	all	

season

•	 Raised	bed	crops	(great	for	wheelchair-bound	volunteers)
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Where to find volunteers

•	 Schools	(particularly	high	schools)

•	 Grade	schools	(particularly	3rd	grade)

•	 Colleges

•	 Your	neighborhood

•	 The	internet	(volunteer	sites)

•	 Faith	communities

•	 At-risk	teens

•	 Centers	for	the	disabled

•	 Friends	of	friends

•	 Garden	clubs

•	 Corporations	that	encourage	volunteerism

Hands
Who does the work?

The	good	thing	about	a	farm	is	that	there’s	always	something	to	do.	

The	bad	thing	about	a	farm	is	that	there’s	always	something	to	do.	

We	say	this	a	lot.	And	generally,	all	the	work	gets	done	by	the	end	of	

the	day.	Or	the	next	day.

We	attract	more	than	1,000	volunteers	every	growing	season	—	

from	3rd	graders	to	people	in	their	80s,	from	Boy	Scouts	to	juvenile	

offenders,	from	prep	school	athletes	to	the	wheelchair-bound.	The	

real	art	—	and	this	is	largely	in	the	capable	hands	of	our	farmer	

and	her	staff	—	is	matching	the	skills	and	needs	of	the	people	who	

volunteer	with	the	specific	work	that	needs	to	be	done	on	a	specific	

day.	So	while	our	volunteers	may	provide	the	sweat,	our	farmer	and	

staff	provide	the	smarts.

What	do	volunteers	do?	Whatever’s	needed.	And	whatever	they	

can	do,	given	their	age	and	capabilities.	We	believe	that	everyone	

has	something	to	contribute,	from	rubber-banding	flowers	together,	

to	turning	over	the	compost	pile,	to	harvesting	cherry	tomatoes.	

The	true	test	of	the	volunteer	experience	is	that	almost	everyone	

who	volunteers	at	Gaining	Ground	comes	back.
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Learning
What do volunteers learn?

The	farm	is	about	learning	by	doing.	It’s	a	classroom	—	only	

without	the	room,	or	the	class,	or	the	quizzes	and	lectures.	And	

it’s	outside	—	how	fun	is	that	(see	Fun,	page	26)?	Everyone	learns	

different	things,	the	kind	that	stick	with	them	for	years.

We’re	not	teaching	our	volunteers	to	be	farmers.	We’re	giving	

them	an	opportunity	to	help	others	in	their	community,	and	to	learn	

a	lot	in	the	process.	They	see	tangible	results	of	their	labor,	and	

know	that	the	squash	they	pick	today	will	end	up	on	someone’s	table	

tonight.	In	short,	the	work	is	the	learning,	as	our	farmer	says.

We	see	real	opportunities	in	experiential	learning	on	the	farm.	

Some	of	us	call	this	the	joy	and	wonder	of	the	garden.	Though	our	

volunteer	visits	are	very	organized,	they	don’t	follow	an	agenda.	

They	don’t	involve	worksheets	and	quizzes.	And	we’d	rather	use	

Roundup	before	we	set	up	an	easel	and	lecture	our	volunteers.	Most	

volunteers	get	enough	of	that	elsewhere.	But	probably	not	much	joy	

and	wonder.

Instead,	we	rely	on	the	spontaneity	of	experience.	For	example,	

if	it’s	buggy	outside,	volunteers	learn	about	bugs.	If	it	hasn’t	rained	

in	weeks,	they	learn	about	irrigation.	If	a	flock	of	turkeys	wanders	

through	the	fields,	they	learn	a	little	bit	about	turkeys.	And	our	staff	

is	right	there	with	them,	learning	as	well.

What volunteers learn about

•	 Nature	and	the	environment

•	 Organic	farming

•	 Where	food	comes	from

•	 Healthy	eating

•	 Insects	(plenty	of	those)

•	 Each	other	(lots	of	interaction)

•	 Themselves	(teamwork,	self-confidence)

•	 Helping	others	via	their	work
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Recipients
Where does the food go?

Most	of	our	produce	is	consumed	less	than	20	miles	from	where	

it’s	grown,	and	within	24	hours	of	harvest	—	a	local,	sustainable	

approach.	It	all	goes	to	individuals	and	families	in	need.	For	free.	

We	serve	hundreds	of	recipients	from	about	a	dozen	meal	programs,	

food	pantries,	and	shelters	located	from	Ayer	to	Cambridge,	

Massachusetts.	We	also	run	Concord	Food	for	Families,	a	direct	

donation	program	—	serving	over	25	families	every	growing	season.

Some	groups	use	our	produce	to	prepare	a	free	meal	distributed	

to	people	who	need	it.	Others	give	away	bags	of	our	produce	as	part	

of	providing	free	food	to	their	recipients.	To	keep	it	simple,	most	

recipient	groups	pick	up	their	produce	at	the	farm.

Most	free	food	isn’t	very	good.	It’s	dented	cans.	It’s	government	

cheese.	And	it’s	produce	that’s	about	to	go	bad.	By	introducing	high-

value,	healthy,	fresh	organic	produce	into	the	hunger-relief	system,	

we	reach	people	who	may	not	get	anything	like	it.	And	who	really	

appreciate	it.

We’ve	seen	food	recipients	get	all	misty-eyed	at	the	sight	of	all	

the	produce	we	give	away	—	because	they	can’t	believe	it’s	true.	But	it	

is.	And	by	donating	this	produce,	we	help	do	more	than	keep	people	

fed.	We	help	inspire	hope.

Possible recipient organizations

•	 Food	pantries

•	 Church-based	meal	programs

•	 Other	meal	programs

•	 Schools

•	 Subsidized/low-income	housing

•	 Government/state/local	agencies	serving	the	underprivileged

•	 Shelters
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Leaders
Who runs the show?

We	have	two	staff	members,	an	active	Board	of	Directors,	and	a	

wide	circle	of	people	who	play	key	roles.	Critical	decisions	are	made	

by	Board	consensus.	And	we	take	our	cues	from	the	needs	of	our	

volunteers	and	recipients.	

staff   We	have	a	farmer,	Verena	Wieloch,	who	directs	all	aspects	

of	our	farm	and	connects	volunteers	with	work	that	matches	their	

needs	and	abilities.	She	is	aided	by	assistant	gardeners	and	four	

interns,	who	work	for	the	season	in	exchange	for	a	minimal	stipend.	

We	also	have	an	administrative	coordinator,	Emily	Wheeler,	who	

books	our	ever-expanding	volunteer	visits	and	coordinates	the	many	

tasks	required	to	keep	our	organization	running.	

board  of  direc t o rs   Our	Board	President,	Lisa	Troy,		

heads	our	15-member	Board	of	Directors,	which	includes	writers,	

financial	planners,	non-profit	directors,	mothers	of	young	

children,	communications	professionals,	and	teachers.	We	are	

guided	by	a	5-year-plan,	an	annual	planning	session,	bylaws,	and	

monthly	meetings	in	a	local	bakery.	Board	members	run	key	

committees	—	Fundraising,	Finance,	Outreach,	Nominating,	

Volunteers/Recipients,	and	Land.	We	all	try	to	help	out	in	any	way	

we	can	—	and	do	more	than	is	expected	of	us.

Possibilities for leadership

•	 Founder	(often	the	case	early	in	a	non-profit	farm’s	life)

•	 Board-led	(kind	of	what	we	do,	but	with	lots	of	staff	leadership	

as	well)

•	 An	executive	director

•	 A	leader	supported	by	a	specific	grant	(cyclical)

•	 A	teacher

•	 A	farmer	(one	willing	to	wear	many	hats)

•	 A	community	activist	or	group
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Partners
Who else is involved?

It	takes	a	village	to	raise	a	carrot.	Land	providers,	recipient	groups,	

and	volunteers	are	all	important	partners.	And	our	connections	with	

our	community	run	deep,	and	continue	to	grow.

For	example,	the	Town	of	Concord	—	which	owns	the	conserva-

tion	land	we	rent	for	our	main	farm	—	also	provides	compost,	directs	

invasive	plant	management,	and	helps	identify	families	who	would	

benefit	from	Concord	Food	for	Families,	our	direct	donation	pro-

gram.	The	Old	Manse,	a	historic	site	in	Concord,	provides	garden	

space	and	support,	from	watering	to	featuring	the	garden	in	their	

daily	tours	and	seasonal	events.	Recipient	groups,	such	as	Open	

Table	(a	great	meal	program/food	pantry)	volunteer	at	our	farm.	And	

we	volunteer	at	Open	Table.	By	working	closely	together,	we	gain	a	

deeper	understanding	of	each	other’s	organization,	strengths,	and	

challenges.

The	bottom	line?	Partner	early	and	often.	Eventually,	the	inter-

connections	become	so	rich	and	varied	that	you	won’t	remember	

where	the	connection	began.	You’ll	just	know	that	you’re	part	of	a	

community.

How to engage partners

•	 Volunteer	at	each	other’s	site

•	 Visit	recipient	group	facilities

•	 Host	an	event	together

•	 Put	partner	links	on	your	website

•	 Hang	out	together

•	 Exchange	recipes



26 27

Fun
Why do this?

In	the	end,	our	volunteers,	Board,	staff,	and	supporters	have	to	find	

their	work	with	Gaining	Ground	rewarding	and	fun.	Otherwise,	they	

won’t	do	it	for	long.	More	doctrinaire	organizations	might	not	even	

broach	the	subject	of	fun.	But	we	do.

•	 We	host	a	Harvest	Fest	every	fall	for	our	volunteers,	recipients,	

partners,	and	staff.

•	 We	find	things	at	the	dump	and	make	sculptures	out	of	them.

•	 We	post	our	favorite	poems	at	the	garden.

•	 We	have	a	fully	operational	funnelator	at	the	garden	that	shoots	

rotten	tomatoes	alarming	distances.

•	 We	have	ad	hoc	potluck	dinners	and	movie	nights.

•	 We	share	our	best	recipes.

•	 We	hang	out	with	each	other,	though	generally	not	all	of	us,	

because	that	would	be	culty.

•	 We	help	each	other	get	through	whatever	calamity,	large	or	small,	

comes	our	way.

How to have fun

•	 If	you	don’t	know	how	by	now,	you	can	always	learn.

•	 Keep	it	light.	Avoid	phrases	like	“sustainable	food	systems”	and	

“teen	empowerment.”

•	 Thank	everyone,	over	and	over.

•	 Stay	open	to	everyone,	even	people	you	don’t	like.

•	 Don’t	think	of	it	as	saving	the	planet.

•	 Working	on	a	farm	can	be	fun,	though	it’s	also	work.

•	 Giving	great	produce	away	is	always	fun.
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Money
Who pays for everything?

We	saved	this	discussion	for	last,	since	it’s	often	the	first	thing	on	

people’s	minds.	How	can	a	farm	that	gives	away	everything	it	grows	

support	itself?	We	are	blessed	with	hundreds	of	supporters	—	from	

kids	who	read	thousands	of	pages	in	our	annual	Read	for	Seeds	

readathon	to	generous	individuals	in	our	community	who	support	

us	year	after	year.	We	receive	ongoing	support	from	our	local	Con-

cord-Carlisle	Community	Chest.	We	run	fundraising	events.	Local	

stores	hold	5%	days	for	us.	Local	businesses,	banks,	faith	communi-

ties,	and	corporations	support	us.	We	apply	for	grants.

In	short,	good	ideas	and	strong	organizations	attract	money.

We’re	careful	to	separate	the	volunteer	experience	from	fund-

raising.	When	volunteers	come	to	the	garden,	they’re	not	asked	to	

donate.	They	can’t	even	buy	a	Gaining	Ground	t-shirt.	This	approach	

keeps	the	volunteer	experience	money-free.	Volunteers	give	their	time.	

And	our	donors	give	money.	That	many	volunteers	are	also	donors	

doesn’t	surprise	us,	since	they	believe	in	the	organization	and	want	to	

support	it.	But	we’re	always	clear	that	everyone	has	something	to	offer	

Gaining	Ground,	and	that	contribution	isn’t	always	in	dollars.

Possible sources of support

•	 Board	of	Directors	(initially)

•	 Direct	appeals	to	individuals

•	 Local/regional	businesses

•	 Fundraising	events

•	 Grants	from	family	foundations

•	 Grants	from	corporations

•	 Civic	organizations	(Rotary/Lions)

•	 Faith	communities

•	 Local	community	chest

•	 Larger,	traditional	funding	sources	(e.g.,	United	Way)
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Ahead
What’s next?

You’ve	read	our	story.	You’ve	heard	some	of	the	possibilities.		

Now	feel	free	to:

•	 Explore our website.	 There’s	more	on	us	at	gainingground.org.

•	 Call us.	 We’d	be	glad	to	talk	to	you.	Call	Stona	Fitch,	Board	

Liaison,	at	978.371.1771	or	email	stona@gainingground.org.

•	 Come visit us.	 The	best	way	to	see	what	we	do	is	to	come	to	the	

farm	—	during	our	growing	season,	if	possible.

•	 Stay in touch.	 Starting	a	hunger-relief	project	takes	time.	Let	us	

know	what	we	can	do	to	help.

	

Thanks	for	your	interest,	and	good	luck!
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