
 

SECOND HELPINGS: GROWING STRONGER COMMUNITIES SESSION TAKEAWAYS 

 

Nourishing Mind and Body: Cultural Preservation Through Local Foods 

Speakers 

• Margaret Burn, Lowcountry Food Bank (SC) (moderator)  
• Victoria Smalls, Gullah Community (SC)  
• Joseph and Helen Fields, Gullah Farmers (SC)  
• Gary Besaw, Great Lakes Intertribal Food Coalition (WI)  
• Kara Black, Tribal Elder, Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin 

 

Overview 

Food is more than nutrition—it’s heritage, memory, and identity. This session brought 
together voices from the Gullah Geechee community of South Carolina and the 
Menominee Nation of Wisconsin to explore how culturally connected foods strengthen 
communities. Through storytelling and knowledge-sharing, presenters demonstrated that 
preserving food ways is about healing communities, reclaiming sovereignty, and building 
resilience for future generations. 

Main Themes and Strategies 

Gullah Geechee: Land, Language, and Liberation 

The 13th of 14 children from St. Helena Island, South Carolina, Victoria Smalls shared how 
her family’s farming fed not just themselves but their neighbors—an early form of 
community care. She presented a powerful artifact: a Freedman’s Bank record from 1869 
showing her second great-grandfather Adam Smalls, who purchased 59 acres after 



emancipation. The document listed his occupation as farming and noted he “works for 
himself on his own land.” Remarkably, he grew Sea Island cotton—the same crop he’d 
been forced to grow during enslavement—but now on his own terms. 

The Gullah Geechee corridor stretches from North Carolina to Florida, where enslaved 
Africans from West African rice-growing regions brought irreplaceable expertise in rice 
cultivation and hydrology. Today’s signature crops - okra, peanuts, yams, rice, and 
watermelon - are “living threads that connect us directly to our West African culture and 
our ancestors.” Victoria’s work with the Lowcountry Food Bank and Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives centers land justice, ensuring Gullah farmers can sell culturally appropriate 
produce to their communities. 

Barefoot Farms: Building Generational Resilience 

Helen Fields shared how she and her husband Joseph built Barefoot Farms on Johns Island 
while navigating family health challenges. “It takes a village to raise a child,” Helen 
reflected, crediting relatives on both sides for their support when their daughter needed a 
kidney transplant.  

The 50+ acres they farm now started as a much smaller plot purchased in 1903. It’s been in 
their family ever since. The Fields have been farming here for 52 years, but in 2010 
undertook a major three-year transition from “conventional to chemical-free to,  finally, 
organic” farming. This shift required extensive training through the Sea Island Farmers’ 
Cooperative, the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, and Clemson Extension. “We 
clearly heard the call [for organic produce],” Helen said. “We never gave up. We kept on 
hoping and praying.”  

Today, Barefoot Farms grows diverse crops, sells at multiple farmers markets, operates a 
CSA, delivers to restaurants, and supplies the Lowcountry Food Bank. They host school 
children to learn where food comes from. Helen shared how kids thought brown chicken 
eggs were defective, not understanding egg color varies by breed. “Sometimes we take 
things for granted. We need to spend more time to teach our younger generation.” Their 
core principle for the next generation: “The land is never to be sold.” Helen’s advice to 
farmers: “If you don’t know how to pray, you need to learn.” 

Menominee Nation: Reclaiming Food Sovereignty 

Gary Besaw, Bear Clan and former tribal chairman, opened with a prayer in Menominee. 
The Menominee, unlike many tribes, have no migration story—they emerged from the 
Menominee River. Called “the people of the wild rice” by others for their expertise with the 
crop, they call themselves “the ancient ones” or more precisely “the ancient movers.” 

Gary challenged assumptions about Indigenous agriculture. Archaeologists claimed the 
Menominee were merely hunters, but evidence shows miles of raised beds along the river, 
positioned to capture spring flood nutrients. Their maple syrup production used traditional 
ecological knowledge: fill basswood troughs with sap, let water freeze on top overnight, 



remove the ice, leaving concentrated sap below—natural reverse osmosis that draws out 
the water. Their sustainable forestry, developed under Chief Oshkosh—cut only dead, 
diseased, dying, and stunted trees, then circle back and repeat—became nationally 
recognized. But this success made them targets for the Termination Act, dissolving their 
tribal status. Though restored in 1973, decades of language and culture were lost. 

The Great Lakes Intertribal Food Coalition 

When COVID-19 struck, Wisconsin tribes faced crisis: years of processed foods had 
created epidemic diabetes, hypertension, and heart disease—conditions making COVID-
19 deadly. Elders, the knowledge keepers, were dying. Federal food boxes were culturally 
inappropriate and medically dangerous, heavy with dairy products despite widespread 
lactose intolerance. 

Gary’s philosophy: “Never waste a good pandemic.” Working with Feeding America, tribes 
piloted the Tribal Elders Food Box program with fresh, minimally processed, organic foods 
honoring traditional diets. The guiding principle: “Nobody steps on baby ducks.” By 
prioritizing tribal producers, they created multiple benefits: appropriate nutrition for elders, 
reliable markets for farmers, and money circulating within reservation economies. “Our 
reservations are not ours,” Gary emphasized. “We are taking care of them for the next 
generation.” Tribes - especially the elders - started seeing health improvements.  

Starting with three tribes, the coalition expanded to encompass all Wisconsin tribes. They 
partnered with Feeding America Eastern Wisconsin for procurement, inventory 
management, and warehousing. When Feeding Wisconsin received $4 million in ARPA 
funding, their executive director set aside $1 million specifically for the tribal food box. “If 
she hadn’t done that, there’s no way this would have scaled this quickly,” noted Kara Black 
from the food bank. The coalition has received national recognition, including a Culture of 
Health Prize from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. On issues of food and elders, 
territorial disputes disappeared: “When you talk about something as sacred as food and as 
needed as our elders, no one’s arguing.” 

Food Banks as Community Partners 

Margaret Burns from the Lowcountry Food Bank articulated a transformative vision. Food 
banks possess infrastructure and funding access that communities cannot tap directly. 
Rather than maintaining control, food banks can leverage these resources to elevate 
community-led work. “It is really scary to finally get those funds and then give them away, 
but that is the only way we build security,” she acknowledged. Both the Gullah Geechee 
and Menominee examples demonstrate partnership in action: food banks provide logistics 
while communities lead cultural work and distribution decisions. 

Universal Themes 

Despite different histories, both communities revealed common threads: viewing land as 
sacred trust for future generations; recognizing food as medicine and identity; building 



cooperative economics; urgently transferring intergenerational knowledge; respecting 
traditional ecological knowledge; grounding work in spiritual practice; and leveraging crisis 
as a catalyst for change.  

An audience member as how - as a white person - he could talk to indigenous communities 
about traditional foods in appropriate ways, given that “there are no traditionally white 
foods”.  Victoria Small’s response: “Have the conversation over food—and give credit … 
When serving okra, tell its African origins and importance to Gullah Geechee people.” She 
advised that this approach can help transforms appropriation into appreciation and 
solidarity. 

Conclusion 

This session demonstrated that cultural food preservation creates healing beyond 
nutrition. When elders receive familiar foods, they receive recognition and connection to 
their histories. When children learn about farming and egg colors, they gain food system 
literacy. When Victoria shares her ancestor’s land ownership documents, she claims 
space in narratives that often erase Black achievement. 

Communities build resilience not by abandoning traditional knowledge but by reclaiming 
ancestral practices for contemporary challenges. Tidal rice cultivation techniques remain 
relevant for climate adaptation. Sustainable forestry offers carbon sequestration models. 
Raised bed agriculture demonstrates low-input, high-yield approaches. The knowledge 
was never primitive—it was sophisticated and place-based. 

 


