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I don’t need to tell you this has  
been a crazy few months, but I  
would love to tell you about how  
the Survival Center has risen to meet 
the challenges brought about by the 
pandemic. We are proud to have 
acted quickly, with boldness and 
creativity, thanks to an outpouring  
of community effort and generosity.

Our early, urgent response
At the beginning of March, as the notion of “flattening  
the curve” took hold, we began offering extra food during 
every visit, hoping to support clients in staying at home. As  
visitors to the Center know, we run a lean operation, moving 
thousands of pounds of food in and out of our long, narrow 
building every day. Within a few weeks, even our intense 
safety precautions didn’t feel like enough to protect our 
clients in what we normally hail as an intimate, personal-
shopper experience inside a busy pantry environment.

By mid-March we had moved our food distribution  
outdoors, bringing pre-bagged food to folks in their cars.  
This arrangement worked well for clients, who were kept 
distant and safe, and we were pleased to have been able to 
make this early and decisive transition for their sake. Our 

indoor space, however, was too busy for social distancing, 
especially as the demand for food was rapidly mounting. 
Vital to our daily operation, more and more of our hundreds 
of volunteers—many of them in their 60s, 70s, and 80s—
understandably began to feel the need to stay home. 

The task of moving out more food with fewer people 
began to take its toll in late March, as exhaustion set in and 
four of seven staff members became sick or unable to come 
to the office. Medical and public health experts advised us 
to assume we’d all been exposed to the virus, though testing 
protocols didn’t enable 
us to know for sure. 
With our team rapidly 
depleted and in light  
of the potential risk, 
the only responsible 
option was to close 
the building on March 
27 and regroup.

Building the Community Food Distribution Project
We were immediately in touch with our large network of 
community partners, and a collaboration with Grow Food 
Northampton and Community Action Pioneer Valley quickly 
took shape. Within days, we had firmed up plans for a 
new food distribution model, with backing from the City of 
Northampton and its public school system, Florence Bank, 
the Food Bank, Community Foundation, and many others.

Just one week later, on April 6, we launched the 
Community Food Distribution Project. Centered at nearby 
Jackson Street School, the project offers drive-up food  
distribution from 12 to 3 every Monday, Wednesday, and 
Friday. Clients are encouraged to return weekly for pre-
bagged groceries, which include shelf-stable, refrigerated, 
and frozen foods, as well as bountiful fresh produce.

With a focus on supporting local agriculture, Grow  
Food Northampton buys produce from area farms,  
amplifying our reach by delivering groceries around town  
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Lots of people in this community are needing help 
with food for the first time. That’s why we’re here.

We know, better than most, how easy it can be 
to find yourself having trouble making ends meet. 
COVID-19 has led to hardship for many, and that's 
why hundreds of individuals and organizations are 
making sure that we are equipped to help those who 
need it. You are not alone, and we’re here to help 
you, with warm greetings and an easy, safe process. 

No paperwork and no judgment. See details inside.

Continues inside

We are proud to have acted 
quickly, with boldness and 
creativity, thanks to an 
outpouring of community 
effort and generosity.



WHEN YOUR SHOPPING LIST NEEDS TO FEED 1,100
A behind-the-scenes look at ordering 17,000 pounds of groceries every week

BY SAR AH P EASE,  PROGRAM DIRECTOR

Familiar needs, unfamiliar scale
We’ve seen 
a dramatic 
increase in  
client need 
since the 
start of the 
pandemic, 
and have 
responded  

by providing more food, more often,  
from more locations. I’m especially 
proud of the quantity of produce we’re 
distributing, as these fresh fruits and 
vegetables are the most important 
items for many of our families.

Providing a variety of foods has 
been an especially high priority for 
me in this new setup. Ordinarily, our 
clients have a choice in selecting  
their groceries at our pantry. Now,  
to preserve social distancing, we’ve 
had to move to a pre-bagged system. 
In exchange, I make sure to order 
a variety of foods that I think most 
people will be able to use, so that  
each package is nutritionally balanced 
and interesting.

We start by creating shelf-stable 
bags—one for every person in each 
household—which include protein, 
fruit, vegetable, grain, soup, and a 
tomato product. To meet the week’s 
needs I order at least 1,100 of each of 
those staples. Each household also 
receives a bag of assorted foods  
with things like cereal, spices, peanut 
butter, trail mix, raisins, or juice— 
that’s another 650 of each of those 
items every week.

Then we prepare bags of about five 
pieces of fresh produce per person, 
plus an “extra” for the household, 

like bananas or grape tomatoes. 
This means ordering at least 6,000 
produce items a week, on top of what 
Grow Food Northampton buys from 
local farmers. For clients who get their 
groceries at the school where we have 
refrigeration, we can also provide fresh 
milk, frozen meat, and sometimes 
eggs, cheese, or other dairy items.

Getting creative
Every week I place about twelve food 
orders—three each at the Food Bank, 
Our Family Farms, and Black River 
Produce, plus one or two orders each 
from Aldi and Sysco. And sometimes 
we still need to scramble to the gro-
cery store when something doesn’t 
arrive as expected due to supply  
chain issues.

Placing orders, I have to take into 
account many moving pieces, like 
finding volunteers who can pick up 
at specifically scheduled times at the 
Food Bank, or ensuring there is room  
in the van for all the food. Besides  
the Food Bank, finding other reliable, 
affordable sources isn’t easy. It takes 
a lot of flexibility, a willingness to 
make last-minute changes, and the 
forethought to ask many questions in 
order to head off potential surprises. 

And then there’s pre-bagging  
produce. Who knew it was such  
a science? I try to strike a balance 
between ease of packaging, distri-
buting, keeping it fresh, and offering  
a rotating variety. Because we  
prepare bags in advance of distri-
bution, I try to prioritize items that 
don’t require refrigeration—apples, 
pears, oranges, bananas, onions, 
potatoes, sweet potatoes, and garlic. 
But we do also offer carrots and a few 
more delicate items such as peppers 
and tomatoes. The fun of it is when 
I find foods that provide our clients 
more variety—something special, like 
fresh pineapple. 

Meeting new challenges
In April we saw a surge in new clients 
—nearly ten times the number we 
would see in an ordinary April. And 
yet, there are many of our regular 
clients who haven’t been able to get 
food from us in recent months. We 
are reaching out to them to make sure 
they know how to get help, and that 
they can send a neighbor or friend to 
get food for them. I want to make sure 
that people who are newly struggling 
with food insecurity know we’re here 
and ready to welcome them. n
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Week of April 20: The quantity of produce 
available from local farmers increases, and State 
Street Fruit Store donates a bounty of bananas. 

Volunteers work efficiently to 
prepare over 1,000 bags to meet 
the popular Tuesday morning 
deliveries, timed 
to coincide with 
the free meal 
program  
for school  
children.  
By the end of 
week three: 1,756  
clients served 
during 3,277 
visits and  
deliveries.

Week of April 6: The food distribution system 
begins to take shape. Food arrives at Jackson 
Street School from the Food Bank. Traffic flow 
is configured. Wellness screenings for volun-
teers and staff are implemented, and distancing 
protocols are established. In light of grocery store 
shortages, all households receive a roll of toilet 
paper. Grow Food Northampton initiates Tuesday 

deliveries to 
Florence Heights, 
Hampshire 
Heights, 
Meadowbrook 
Apartments,  
The Lumber 
Yard, and Pioneer 
Valley Workers 
Center. Staff 
from Community 

Action Pioneer Valley are integrated as core 
members of the volunteer team. By the end of 
week one: 929 clients served.

Week of April 13: As  
food sourcing broadens, 
volunteers begin making 
multiple daily trips to pick 
up food in our refriger-
ated van. One hundred 
residents of the Soldier On 
shelter in Leeds receive 
supplemental food through 
the new program. Grow 
Food Northampton implements Thursday  
deliveries to senior and disabled housing 
sites: Walter Salvo House, Tobin Manor, 
Forsander Apartments, McDonald House, 
Cahill Apartments, and Michael’s House. 
By the end of week two: 1,432 clients 
served during 2,029 visits  
and deliveries.

Week of April 27: Every client  
family begins receiving eggs!  
Ford of Northampton dedicates  
a loaner van to meet our growing 
transportation needs for the  
duration of the pandemic—free  
of charge. A rented outdoor storage 
container at JSS facilitates easier 

access on delivery days. 
By the end of week four: 
1,953 clients served 
during 4,446 visits 
and deliveries.

Week of May 18: To the delight of clients, 
Rachel’s Table donates fresh ground beef, 
potatoes, and onions for all. Consolidated 
information packets are distributed to orient 
clients to a variety of local resources. By  

the end of week 
seven: 2,289  
clients served 
during 7,863  
visits and  
deliveries.

Week of June 8: Grow Food Northampton  
intersperses purchases of local maple syrup with 
Red Barn Honey from Northampton. Twenty-
five pound “variety boxes” from the Food Bank 
provide every family with 
potatoes, onions, carrots, 
bell peppers, cucumbers, 
cherry tomatoes, green 
peppers, romaine let-
tuce, melons, apples, 
and oranges. By the  
end of week ten:  
2,488 clients  
served during 
11,299 visits  
and deliveries.

Week of June 1: Special purchases 
of ingredients like salt, pepper, and 
other spices add variety and sup-
port home meal preparation. By the 
end of week nine: 2,442 clients 
served during 10,164 visits  
and deliveries.

Week of May 25: Our capac-
ity to move and organize food at 
Jackson Street School grows with 
the acquisition of a new pallet jack. 
Bone broth purchased from restau-
rant Belly of the Beast and fresh, 

flash-frozen fish donated by BerkShore add healthful 
variety to the week’s groceries. By the end of week 
eight: 2,375 clients served during 9,018 visits 
and deliveries.

Week of May 4: 
Clients delight in fresh 

burritos purchased from 
restaurant Bueno Y Sano. A donation of 2,500 
paper bags from River Valley Co-op makes for 
more environmentally friendly deliveries. By the 
end of week five: 2,076 clients served during 
5,576 visits and deliveries.

Week of May 11: Talk 
about ramping up! The 
installation of two wooden 
ramps by D. A. Sullivan & 
Sons turbo-charges our 
distribution capacity and brings cheers from 
the volunteer team. We reinforce our infra-
structure with increased refrigeration and the 
purchase of stacking storage crates. By the 
end of week six: 2,189 clients served  
during 6,672 visits and deliveries.

A New Food Distribution Model Unfolds in Real Time 
To view an up-to-date photo essay of our off-site operations, see the link in the orange alert banner at www.northamptonsurvival.org
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on alternating days. On Tuesdays they  
deliver to hundreds of families living in  
low-income housing complexes, timing  
these efforts with school meal distribution  
to families with children at these locations. 
On Thursdays, food is delivered to six  
senior-living facilities around the city.

The location of Jackson Street School 
has proved ideal to this endeavor. The large 
cafeteria and big, circular driveway have 
facilitated social distancing for staff and 
volunteers indoors and out, while enabling 
an orderly flow of traffic for clients. From 
the beginning, a core crew of reliable staff 
members from Community Action has lent 
stability to the new operation.

Ramping up and settling in
We’re now augmenting our infrastructure  
to expand our capacity for the next phase, 
whatever that may be, and dedicating  
ourselves to exploring ways to be as  
resilient as possible while we serve our  
community in the coming year. As we look 
toward the unknown, we feel confident that 
we’ll continue to meet new challenges with  
flexibility, courage, and resolve. n

Deuce lives at one of the housing 
complexes that is receiving deliv-
ered groceries once a week. “It’s 

phenomenal, 
the people 
who bring 
the food are 
wonderful,  
and the 
variety that 

I’m getting is great. I don’t drive and 
I don’t have someone who can take 
me to the store. I wouldn’t chance 
taking the bus because of my 
compromised immune system.” She 
calculates how to stretch her limited 
food budget to shop at the small 
market within walking distance from 
her apartment. One recent week 
she was very happy to have received 

onions, potatoes, and carrots as  
part of her Survival Center delivery 
and decided to make a stew. Before 
the stay-at-home order, Deuce’s  
son had helped her stock up on 
groceries, but her supply started  
to run out, as “we thought it was 
only going to be a few weeks, so  
the food from the Survival Center  
is an essential lifeline.”

from page 1

W E  A R E  I M M E N S E LY  G R AT E F U L  to these organizations for their generous contributions that helped launch 
the Community Food Distribution Project so quickly: • City of Northampton • Northampton Public Schools • Florence 
Bank • Community Foundation of Western MA • United Way of Hampshire County • D. A. Sullivan & Sons • Ford of 
Northampton • Food Bank of Western MA • River Valley Co-op • Perfect Supplements • State Street Deli • Goshen 
Council on Aging • R.H. Conwell Elementary School • Goshen Town Hall • Three County Fair • Apex Orchards

Before the pandemic we averaged 63 new clients per month.  
In the first month of the new distribution, we saw 552 new clients.

Before the pandemic we averaged 2,300 client visits per month.  
In the first month of the new distribution, we had 5,116 client visits.

Meeting food needs and more—in a stay-at-home environment

For the most current details on our hours  
and operations and to find out how to  

donate or volunteer, please visit  
www.northamptonsurvival.org/covid-19.

HOW TO GET THE  
HELP YOU NEED
New and existing Survival Center clients—all in our  
service area who find themselves in need of food  
assistance—are encouraged to come for help. 

IN NORTHAMPTON
We are distributing food from 12 locations through-
out Northampton, in collaboration with Grow Food 
Northampton and Community Action Pioneer Valley.

On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, food is available 
outside Jackson Street School at 120 Jackson Street.

On Tuesdays, food is delivered from 11 am to noon to 
members of the Pioneer Valley Workers Center and 
residents at Hampshire Heights, Florence Heights, 
Meadowbrook Apartments, and The Lumber Yard.

On Thursdays, food is delivered midday to the six  
senior housing sites: McDonald House, Michael’s 
House, Walter Salvo House, Forsander Apartments, 
Cahill Apartments, and Tobin Manor.

IN THE HILLTOWNS
By publication date, we expect to have resumed food 
distribution at the Hilltown Pantry in the Town Office 
Building, Route 9, Goshen.

To start, hours will resume on Wednesdays from  
1 to 3 pm. Food will be provided outdoors, using social 
distancing precautions.
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Board of Directors
Debin Bruce, President
Anthony Scibelli, Vice President
Michael Skillicorn, Treasurer
Rich Webber, Clerk
Brian Adams
Angela Combest
Lisa Downing
Ellen Frank
María José Giménez
Mikala Hammonds
Rick Katsanos
Margaret Miller
Cher Willems 

Staff
Heidi Nortonsmith 
Executive Director
Sarah Pease  
Program Director
Diane Meehan 
Hilltown Pantry Director
Chantelle Leswell 
Office Manager
Diane Drohan 
Volunteer Coordinator
Amy Marsters 
Donor Relations Coordinator
Carlos Rivera 
Pantry Manager
Artemis Kampner 
Pantry Coordinator

Harvest News is published  
semi-annually by the  
Northampton Survival Center
265 Prospect Street 
Northampton, MA 01060

We have been fortunate to have had 40 years of steadfast service 
from board members who carry out our important work.  Here are the 
dedicated members currently serving.  

Brian Adams
Professor Emeritus, 
Greenfield Community 
College

Debin Bruce
Human Performance 
Investigator, NTSB 
(retired)

Angela Combest
Marketing & 
Development Director, 
Chester Theatre Co.

Lisa Downing
Director,  
Forbes Library

Margaret Miller
Psychologist

Anthony Scibelli
VP of Operations & 
Chief Administrative 
Officer, Cooley 
Dickinson Hospital

Michael Skillicorn
Associate Director, 
Grow Food 
Northampton

Rich Webber
VP, Webber &  
Grinnell Insurance 
Agency (retired)

Cher Willems
CFO, the Mo  
Willems Studio, Inc.

Ellen Frank
Executive Director, 
Lander-Grinspoon 
Academy

María José Giménez
Translator and Copy 
Editor; Center Manager, 
Easthampton Co.Lab

Mikala Hammonds 
Owner, Thelō Home 
and Modern Wellness

Rick Katsanos
President & CEO,  
HAI Architecture

Introducing  
our two 
newest staff  
members

Chantelle Leswell
Office Manager

Artemis Kampner
Pantry Coordinator




