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Most of us give thanks daily for the opportunity to live in Rockbridge County . . . with its natural beauty, its vistas of farms and mountains, cattle (and sometimes sheep and horses) grazing the hillsides of working family farms, its wonderful range of people, its educational institutions, its history . . . it is thought by so many, residents and non-residents alike, to be one of the best places to live in the entire world.
There is another reason to celebrate the unique and special nature of our county . . . and that is the availability of food produced right here in the county, by our friends and neighbors.  Good food, a variety of food, healthy and nutritious food, from eggs and meat to lettuce and sweet potatoes and everything in between, all of it easily accessible, some of it available all year in Rockbridge County.  

Many of our fellow US Citizens are not so lucky.  In many metropolitan neighborhoods, finding sources of local food is much harder.  It is more time consuming and more expensive than it is here in Rockbridge County.  And even if available, it is less likely that the consumer will have the chance to actually talk to the farmer who produced the food about his or her farming philosophies.  Living in Rockbridge County is a gift in many ways . . . and having access to good, healthy, locally grown food is one of those gifts.  One that should be celebrated loudly and often. 

In 2010, Rockbridge Grown, a citizens group dedicated to promoting the production and consumption of food grown here in the County, challenged County residents to spend at least 10% of their weekly food budget on food grown in the County.  Many Rockbridge County citizens stepped up to the plate, determined the best sources of local food, purchased locally and by their support have encouraged the gardeners and farmers who are producing the food to continue to grow and even expand their production.  
To celebrate the availability of locally grown foods and to honor those who grow and buy the foods, Rockbridge Grown would like to invite the Community to its 4th Annual Food and Friends Potluck Dinner.  The dinner begins at 6PM on Thursday, January 27 at R.E. Lee Memorial Church in Lexington.  Attendees are asked to bring a dish to share and their own table service.  Drinks will be provided.

A short program after dinner, will celebrate the producers who are working hard to make a greater variety and quantity of locally grown food available to the residents of the County.  They will tell their interesting stories about the journey of growing and selling, expanding their markets, supporting the community with their efforts.  In addition, Tom Stanley, our Local Extension Agent and specialist in Farm Business Management and Eric Bendfeldt, also an Extension Agent and a specialist in Community Viability, will talk about the support they and the Virginia Cooperative Extension Service are providing to the increase the availability of locally grown food.  They will also highlight educational opportunities for interested citizens and producers.
Some people have an inaccurate idea about what the “local food movement” means.  It is viewed as something embraced only by “hippies” or “tree huggers” or people with too much time and money on their hands.  The reality is much different.  Local farmers, many of them running farms that have been in their families for generations, are providing the bulk of the locally grown food.  They are supplemented by new farmers, young and old alike, who find joy in farming, see farming as a way to make a living or at least supplement off the farm employment.  People from all walks of life are buying the food, at the local markets, at the seasonal farmers markets, at local restaurants.  
Local food does not mean all organic or all sustainably grown.  Locally grown means only that you know where your food comes from, that you may know the person who grew the food.  It means you support the way the nearby farmer raises the product.  

Many of us remember eating at our parents and grandparent’s homes . . . many of us can tell stories about the chicken killed in the yard, the eggs gathered from the henhouse, the vegetables from the garden, the delight of a pantry full of canned produce as winter approached.  Eating locally really is just going back to those roots . . . eating what is grown in our back yard, in our neighborhood, in our county, food that does not travel thousands of miles to get to us.  
Of course, the world has changed.  Foods that our grandparents might not ever have eaten are readily available. Olive oil might be a staple of your diet.  Avocados are available year round in many grocery stores, as are varieties of mushrooms, shelled nuts and berries. Eating locally does not preclude the inclusion in the diet of any of those foods.   Eating locally just means making smart, nutritious choices.  Food that travels short distances is fresher, and thus more nutritious.  Buying locally enhances the local economy.  Buying locally means finding out which foods you already use are locally produced and then buying those products from local sources.  Buying locally increases the health of our land, our bodies, and our families.
The growing season is upon us (really, it is right around the corner).  Soon a wider variety of produce will be available.  The farmers markets will open. Gardens will flourish.  Rockbridge Grown encourages the citizens of the County to continue to buy food grown right here.  And we hope you will join us at Food and Friends, January 27, 6PM, R.E. Lee Memorial Church.  Celebrate local foods, learn about the local producers, and enjoy good food and good conversation around a community table.

For more information about the dinner and sources of locally grown foods, see the Rockbridge Grown website, www.rockbridgegrown.org. 

