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THE POWER OF 
ONE: A Teacher 
Helps Ignite 
a Community 
Food Movement
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“It’s astronomically expensive to buy fresh fruits and vegetables, but I can get six Little Debbie snack cakes for $2,” says 
pre-kindergarten teacher Suzen Polk-Hoffses. Washington County, where she teaches, has both the highest rate of food 
insecurity and the least affordable food in the state. But fortunately, Mrs. Hoffses and the students and teachers at Mil-
bridge Elementary School are now seven years in on an effort that directly counteracts these trends.

The journey began when the Women’s 
Health Resource Library (now Women for 
Healthy Rural Living) started Incredible 
Edible Milbridge; the project increases 
community health by planting vegetable 
gardens open to everyone. 

During the early days in 2013, as Incredi-
ble Edible began connecting with business-
es and establishing small gardens around 
town, people started asking, “Why are to-
matoes growing in front of the bank?” The 
challenge? People weren’t accustomed to 
simply taking free fruits and vegetables. 
The organization wondered if they should 
even continue the project. But at the end 
of the first season, a woman approached 
a board member carrying an Incredible 
Edible tote bag and said, “When I was too 
embarrassed to go to the food bank, this 
garden saved me.”  And with that, the deci-
sion was made to press on with Incredible 
Edible.  But the question remained, “How 
do we get this project to take hold in the 
larger community?”

When IEM program coordinator Pam 
Dyer Stewart offered some of the first free 
hands-on gardening workshops, pre-kin-
dergarten teacher Suzen Polk-Hoffses was 
one of the first attendees. “She let us know 
gardening was all new to her, but she want-
ed to bring it into her classroom. When 
the instructor invited participants to step 
forward to try out the various techniques, 
Suzen was the first one to jump out of her 
chair, an eager learner. “

While bringing gardening to her class, she was 
not afraid of failure. If plants didn’t look good, 
got leggy, or didn’t come up at all, she was un-
daunted. She was learning with her students 
how to make a garden grow. This teacher 
with no previous gardening experience was 
hooked. She immediately set to work engag-
ing other teachers and classrooms. 

“She soon became the 
Incredible Edible ambassador 
at the elementary school,” 
says Stewart. It was Suzen’s 
enthusiasm that inadvertently 
jump-started the program.

The kids brought that enthusiasm to their 
parents. “They took veggies home with 
recipes and said, ‘Let’s cook this; I helped 
grow it!” says WHRL Executive Director 
Christine Kuhni. “This wonderful new en-
ergy brewing in the school was spreading 
throughout the community.” 

Suzen Polk-Hoffses is enthusiastic and 
positive by nature. These qualities were 
contagious with the other teachers as she 
introduced them to WHRL’s gardening pro-
gram. By 2016, teachers in every classroom 
had incorporated gardening into their les-
son plans. There were raised beds and a 
composter on site at the school and a large 
community garden at the Red Barn Motel. 
By 2018, Incredible Edible had expanded 
again, prompted by citizen demand, with 

a 14,000 square foot garden at the new 
Milbridge Commons Wellness Park. These 
community gardens became hands-on stu-
dent learning-laboratories and the sites for 
frequent school field trips. 

The food fostered connections between 
students and nature; families began get-
ting outside more as kids led their parents 
through the gardens. More families took 
up home gardening.

All this from one simple idea: this town, 
like any community, deserves healthy food. 
And because of one enthusiastic teacher 
as a catalyst, the community took the idea 
and ran with it. Now there are accessible 
gardens with free fruits and vegetables for 
everyone, and kids and families are learn-
ing how to grow, harvest and use the pro-
duce. The garden signs are in English and 
Spanish and pathways accommodate walk-
ers, wheelchairs and canes. This clears the 
way for elderly people, young people, and 
adults with physical or visual impairments, 
including Suzen Polk-Hoffses’ husband, 
who has Parkinson’s 
disease. “The gar-
dens are wide open,” 
says Suzen. “There is 
no gate keeper. You 
can go right on in.” 

This story was made 
possible by Rethink 
Outside with support 
from the Quimby Family 
Foundation.

FOOD

All food pantries ask that you call ahead! 

Weald Bethel Food Pantry - Cherryfield  
6 Weald Bethel Lane 
Days & Hours: Tuesday 9:15am- 12pm and 
3:00-5pm; Thursday 9:15am- 12pm 
Contact: Gena Norgaard at 546-7424 

Life Line Food Pantry - Gouldsboro 
Rt. 186, 769 South Gouldsboro Rd. (Across 
from Baptist Church, enter in the back) 
Days & Hours: 3rd Saturdays, 8-10am 
Contact: Marie Crawley at 963-7972

Jonesport Food Pantry  
Sawyer Memorial Congregational Church 
Days & Hours: Wednesdays, 9-11am 
Contact: Pastor Phyllis Merritt at 497-2294

Machias Food Pantry 
PO Box 265, 9 Center Street 
Days & Hours: Mondays, 2-6pm 
Contact: Eunice Mommens at 255-6665

Meals on Wheels from Eastern Area Agency 
on Aging 
For seniors 60+ who are homeblound. Call 
1-800-432-7812.

TECHNOLOGY

Tablet HotSpot Program for Seniors 
The National Digital Equity Center is rolling out 
a Tablet HotSpot program.  The Tablet HotSpot 
is free to any Maine resident 70 years old or 
older who does not have an internet connec-
tion or tablet/laptop/computer at home to help 
them connect to family and friends while they 
are sheltering in place. The Tablet HotSpots 
have the capability to connect online to health-
care providers for telehealth visits.

The Tablet subscription is free of charge for 
the first three months. If, at the end of three 
months, the recipient does not wish to continue 
with the program, they can mail the Tablet 
back. If they wish to continue subscribing for 
the Tablet, the fee is $25.00 per month.

Call to register for a Tablet HotSpot at 207-
259-5010, or send an email to: hotspot@
digitalequitycenter.org.

FAMILIES
We Care Community Baby Center 
We Care helps families from Milbridge to Perry 
with diapers, wipes, clothes, toys and books. 
Must have WIC or  MaineCare. Contact them 
on Facebook for hours. 5 Water St, Machias.

HOTLINES
Crisis Help Line: 1-800-273-8255 
Caring people at this 24-hour hotline are ready 
to talk if you’re feeling depressed, stressed, or 
suicidal.

Support Warm Line: 1-866-771-9276 
If you feel alone, or are in need of support, call 
the Warm Line for non-crisis support.

Next Step Domestic Violence Shelter Hotline: 
1-800-315-5579 
Crisis response, shelter and legal assistance.

Sexual Assault Crisis & Support (24 Hrs.): 
1-800-871-7741 
Confidential support for people affected by 
sexual violence, no matter when it happened. 

RENT
COVID-19 Rental Relief Program 
For renters who cannot afford to pay their rent 
due to circumstances related to the coronavi-
rus pandemic. Downeast Community Partners 
is administering this program in Washington 
and Hancock Counties and will help renters 
apply.  Call 207-664-2424 option 5.  

Community Resources These are difficult times for many in our community.   
Reach out when you need help.  Help when you can. 

The WHRL’s mission is 
to advance and promote 
the health and well-
being of the woman, 
her family, and her 
community.

Suzen Polk-Hoffses



Moving Forward in the 
Shadow of COVID-19
2020 was supposed to be a year of celebration for our organi-
zation and our community.  We have a new name, Women for 
Healthy Rural Living, and as soon as the renovations are com-
plete, we’ll be moving into our new home on Main Street.  We 
were planning a big open house celebration; that will have to wait 
now until the Coronavirus crisis is over.  

After so much hard work fundraising for a playground at Mil-
bridge Commons, that will have to wait too. The playground has 
been a long-anticipated feature at the park for parents and chil-
dren. So, there is plenty of disappointment to go around.

This will be the first year in eleven years without our annual 
Elaine Hill 5K, normally held during National Nurses Week in 
May. It doesn’t feel right that this event, which raises funds for 
nursing scholarships, is now on hold when we need nurses more 
than ever.  A virtual 5K event is planned in its place.

And Milbridge Days?  It is hard to imagine that we’ll want to pack 
the Seaworthy Event Center with a crowd of people for our fund-
raising auction. Time will tell.  But it is hard to ask for community 
support when so many in our community are struggling.

Incredible Edible Milbridge is going full steam ahead with gar-
dens at the Red Barn and Milbridge Commons.  As the nation’s 
food supply becomes more and more precarious, we expect the 
Incredible Edible gardens will help to feed many in our communi-
ty and provide an important safety net. Plans to plant fruit trees 
at the Commons are on hold until fall.  A new pollinator garden at 
the Commons will attract bees and other beneficial pollinators.  
We expect the brilliant colors will attract people too!

And Milbridge Commons Wellness Park remains open, albeit 
with social distancing rules. This place of quiet serenity is an oasis 
in the COVID-19 world. We hope people will take advantage of 
all the park offers, not the least of which is the healing power of 
nature.

~ Chris Kuhni, Executive Director

With Gratitude...
WHRL works with several foundations to expand our 
community efforts.  We are grateful for the following 
support:

Quimby Family Foundation- $25,000 for Incredible 
Edible Milbridge

Sewell Foundation- $15,000 for general operating 
support

Maine Community Foundation- $5,000 to establish a 
pollinator garden

Onion Foundation- $7,500 for Incredible Edible 
Milbridge education initiatives

Machias Savings Bank Foundation- $1000 COVID-19 
emergency support for Incredible Edible

2019 WHRL Highlights
6 IEM Community Gardening Workshops held

100 of Wyman’s Employees volunteered at 87 Main 
Street - WHRL’s new home to help us jumpstart our renova-
tion

The dedication of the 1st
 stone bench at Milbridge Com-

mons in honor of Bill Arnold (carved by Jesse Salisbury)

43 people attended the 4 Harvest Table Cooking Classes 
held at Weald Bethel Community Kitchen

WHRL sponsored 2 Downeast Table of Plenty Dinners 

1 WHRL’s bilingual cookbook, the “Humble Veggie” was 
published!

WHRL celebrated its 12th
 year of the BoneBuilders oste-

oporosis prevention exercise program. 

28 Milbridge Elementary School (MES) Pre-K and 2nd 
graders participated in a worm composting project, created 
toad houses, and enjoyed weekly spring gardening work-
shops to plant the school’s raised beds. 

Students from all 8 grades at MES participated in a potato 
planting day at the IEM Pick Your Own Garden at the Red 
Barn Motel. 

MES 3rd
 grade students planted cucumbers at the Mil-

bridge Commons Wellness Park.

Two $2,500 Elaine Hill Memorial Nursing Scholarships 
were awarded. 

2 grades - kindergarten and 1st-grade enjoyed IEM’s 
Seeding Reading Program with gardening stories, music and 
crafts.

3 IEM interns joined the IEM project, funded in part by 
Machias Savings Bank. 

WHRL volunteers supported the Milbridge Farmers’ Market 
15 Saturdays with the IEM Veggie cart.

1 WHRL board member, Krissy Tatangelo, participated in 
the Dr. Sears Wellness Institute.

2 gardening work parties were held, one each at Milbridge 
Commons and the Pick Your Own Garden at the Red Barn 
Motel.

WHRL sponsored 2 5K events - the Elaine Hill Love-a-
Nurse 5K and the Milbridge Days 5K.

1st
 year of Tai Chi classes offered at WHRL in cooperation 

with Healthy Acadia. 

Yoga with Geri Valentine at WHRL finished it 13th
 year at 

WHRL.

Diaper Drive...
Through our Virtual Diaper Drive and the generosity 
of our community, WHRL donated over 4,127 diapers 
to the Maine Seacoast Mission Food Pantry in 
Cherryfield. Help us continue this project by donating 
at whrl.org/diaper-drive/

WHRL’s newly renovated meeting room - it’s hard to remember that it used to be un unfinished shed! Help us name this beautiful space 
- we’d love something more meaningful than “meeting room” or “community room” send your ideas to info@whrl.org.

Annual Elaine Hill  
Love-a-Nurse 5K Goes Virtual

In response to Covid-19, WHRL will host a virtual 5K to 
replace the annual Elaine Hill Love-A-Nurse event.  The 
race serves as a fundraiser for nursing scholarships. Over 
the last eleven years, WHRL has raised over $50,000, 
awarding two $2500 scholarships annually. WHRL felt 
it was important to continue the event in virtual form. 
Nurses acrss the country and around the world have 
gained our attention as the front-line heroes of the 
global Coronavirus pandemic.  Now more than ever, the 
nursing profession needs our support.

Virtual runners have an opportunity to thank or honor 
a nurse they know. Participants can run or walk, indoors 
or outside, in honor of Elaine Hill and all the nurses who 
support our community. Sign up at www.whrl.org/v5k 
and get your 5K in anytime during the month of May. 

Incredible Edible Milbridge  
Community Garden Rules

The IEM gardens remain open to the public, but we ask all visitors 
to observe these rules during the COVID-19 Pandemic. If you feel 
sick or ill at any point, please refrain from visiting the gardens.

• Maintain a distance of 6 ft (an arm and shovels length) away 
from anyone else in the garden at all times.

• Wash hands before and after visiting or working in the gar-
den. Wear gloves at all times.

• Bring your own tools. It is highly recommended to wash and 
disinfect your tools before and after you work in the garden.

• Disinfect all shared surfaces: handles, water spigots, hose 
nozzles, wheelbarrows, etc. 

• Wear gloves at all times. If wearing gardening gloves, wash 
after each use. If the tool handle is wooden, spray the tool 
handle thoroughly with a bleach solution containing ½ C 
bleach in 1 gallon of water. Spray enough to fully saturate 
the wood deep into the grain. Let sit a minimum of 5 min-
utes, as per the EPA recommendations.

• If you have harvested vegetables, wash your vegetables 
thoroughly as soon as you get home. 

Your contributions make 
a difference. No amount 
is too small!  Visit  
whrl.org/donate/ to 
make a donation today.  


