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Amid pandemic, local farmers thrive as shoppers
look to alternative food sourcing

By EM HOLTER
TIDEWATER REVIEW | APR 20, 2020

Sarah Williams of Bees Knees Farm packages a to-go order that will be delivered to folks across the region. Following the necessary U.S. Centers for
Disease Control's protocol, Williams said customers are assured that fewer people have handled their meat products. (Sarah Williams)

KING WILLIAM — With once-plentiful meat and dairy shelves at stores now sitting empty, West Point
resident Leslie-Ann Shurtz needed to find sustainable products fast in order to feed herself and her family.
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She found herself buying the things she needed from local businesses that offer pasture-raised meat, dairy
and egg products. It is a decision she said she is thankful she made.
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“It was initially because Food Lion was out of the stuff we needed and liked,” Shurtz added. “I do like that it
is organic and local, so I will be continuing to get food from them.”

For many in the region, food shortages and safety concerns have led residents to seek out local farm-to-
table businesses to meet their demands. While many local farms have been serving the region for years,
several report they have seen significant increases in sales in the wake of the pandemic.

Placing products into a bag, Bees Knees Farm co-owner Sarah Williams puts on a mask and gloves and gets
an order ready to be delivered to one of the many drop-off locations she has in place.
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For five years, Dennis and Sarah Williams have pasture-raised chickens, goats and bees to sell to the public at their farm-to-table business Bees Knees
Farm. (Sarah Williams)

For five years, the King William-based farm has offered pasture-raised chicken, pork and goat products to
the region, along with larger cities including Williamsburg and Richmond.
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While business has remained steady throughout the years, she said in the past few weeks business has
picked up dramatically.

“We have nearly tripled our sales and business has been crazy. We are definitely staying busy," Williams
said. “I think there’s a lot of reasons as to why, but mainly because of food security. People can’t find what
they need so they are looking to support local food sources.”
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For West Point resident and longtime customer Larkin Garbee, the need to support local business is
essential.

While supermarkets see several people handling products throughout the process, she said purchasing local
products minimizes the risk of contact because fewer people have handled it.

“I am intentionally trying to support local and also avoid potential exposure to COVID," Garbee said. “I
respect these farms for their intention to honor safe practices.”

Bees Knees Farm isn’t the only one that has seen an increase in demand. King William’s Lillian Lee Farms
has also seen an increase in sales.

With a mission to provide healthier meat options, Lillian Lee Farms pasture raises chickens and pigs. Open
for a little more than a year, co-owner Tim Vaughan said he typically raises close to 600 chickens and eight
pigs.

At this time of the year, business is usually steady and chickens are still in the field and up for grabs. But
amid the pandemic, Vaughan said his new customer base has increased by 300%t and all of his existing
stock has been nearly cleaned out.

“We’ve sold all of our pork products and have no whole birds left,” Vaughan added. “We are down to our
homemade broth, necks and feet because demand has been so high and is increasing every week."

With limited stock, Vaughan has worked to replenish. With 300 chickens in the field nearly ready for
market, he offered a reservation system for folks to purchase ahead of time. Of the reserved stock, he said
almost all of them have been claimed.
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Lillian Lee Farms owner Tim Vaughan gives one of his pigs a belly rub. (Becky Vaughan)

With the increased demand high, Vaughan offered up several reasons as to why folks are turning to more
local sources.

“I think it’s a little bit of everything. Grocery stores are bare right now, so people are turning to their local
foodshed to meet their needs. Also, local food is cleaner. At the grocery store, people are in contact with
more people. They could bang carts or handle food that’s been touched by a lot of people. They also might
be taking their own health into consideration.”

For West Point resident Cindy Sandelin, buying locally-sourced food was reserved for special occasions.
But as the coronavirus outbreak continues to affect grocery supplies, she made the switch, choosing to get
her eggs from local sources.

“Recently, I began getting my eggs locally because I wasn’t able to find them in the stores,” Sandelin added.
“I do notice a difference in quality. It makes me happier to support the farmers."

For Dreaming Tree Farm owner Chris Couch, much of his time is spent delivering his farm-to-salad
products.
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Dreaming Tree Farm plants seasonable vegetables to be harvested and sold in salads as a farm-to-table effort. (Chris Couch)

Focusing on taking locally-grown produce and crafting original pre-packaged multiple serving salads,
Couch said his main clientele is located in bigger cities, including Williamsburg and Richmond. Now he has
been staying closer to home as folks have been placing their orders in their county.

“Business has picked up and is booming,” Couch said. “People are concerned about germs and with local
options, the spread is limited.”
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With each farm offering pickup locations, folks get to see where their food is coming from and are assured
that there is minimal contact.

“One of our main goals is transparency,” Vaughan said. “When people come to our farm, we want them to
see how their food was raised and where it came from."

As folks turn to local options, Williams said she thinks people will continue to buy local products long after
the pandemic ends because they recognize the need and the quality.

“I hope people will continue supporting local. We always want to keep our connections and love to meet
new people," Williams said. “People realize the difference in quality and the care that we put into our
work.”

Emily Holter, emily.holter@virginiamedia.com, 757-256-6657, @EmilyHolterNews.

Topics: King William, King William County, farm to table, local, farmers, farming, COVID-19, coronavirus, Chris Couch, Lifestyle, Emily
Holter, Tidewater Review, Business, Bees Knees Farm, Dreaming Tree Farm, Lillian Lee Farms

Em Holter
Staff Writer  

Em Holter is an award-winning reporter covering West Point, King William, King and Queen, New Kent, Williamsburg and
James City County. At VCU, she studied both communications and history. Hailing from a small, rural community in West
Virginia, Em strives to report on underrepresented spaces and give a voice to those who often go unheard.
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