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‘TIS

BY KRISTEN GEHRMAN

the season of generosity
when we warmly welcome
loved ones to our table and try to give
a little more than we receive. But for
the Charleston food and beverage
community, this kind of hospitality
has little to do with the holidays. In
fact, reaching out and giving back is a
matter of a year-round profession for
the visionaries behind these five local,
food-based charities. As Mickey Bakst,
founder of Feed the Need, puts it,
“We make our living on treating people
nicely; extending that same hospitality
into the local community is the most
natural thing to do.”
PHOTOS BY
JASON KAUMEYER
& PAUL CHENEY
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MICKEY BASKT SERVES UP
LUNCH AT CRISIS MINISTRIES

FEED THE NEED
ONE MORNING IN 2009, Mickey Bakst was reading the Post and
Courier over coffee when he came to an article that wrenched his gut. Due
to state budget cuts, Crisis Ministries and other local food banks were being
forced to suspend service one day a week. As the general manager of the fourstar Charleston Grill, Mickey knew that he had to do something.
“I took my dog for a walk and started calling people I know in the
business. Within fifteen minutes, I had the whole concept together,” says
Mickey. “By early afternoon, I had twenty restaurants on board, and by the
next day fifty-two—that’s enough restaurants to feed the need every week of
the year.”
Mickey’s plan for Feed the Need is simple: a local restaurant signs up to
cater one meal to a Lowcountry soup kitchen, one Wednesday per year. No
fundraising or volunteer recruitment is required. The restaurant prepares a hot
meal in its home kitchen—consisting of an entrée, vegetable, salad, and dessert—and then sends it, along with a few staff members, to the soup kitchen.
“The mechanics of the operation literally take me five minutes a week,” says
Mickey. “All I do is send a quick reminder email to the restaurant in charge
that week and they graciously do the rest.”
Since 2009, Feed the Need has fed over 10,000 people at the Lowcountry
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Food Bank, Crisis Ministries, East Cooper Meals on Wheels, the Neighborhood House, and several other soup kitchens. The self-sustaining practicality
of the program first garnered national attention on the Today Show in July
2010 and later received the National Restaurant Association’s Neighborhood
Award. In September 2011, the Charleston Food and Wine Festival named
Feed the Need its signature charity.
“Feed the Need has been a tremendous help to the community and especially to us,” says Katesha Breland, coordinator at the Neighborhood
House. “It’s been so difficult for us to help one family and turn another
away because there are no more funds available. Feed the Need allows us to
extend our arms a little further.”
This winter, Mickey is taking Feed the Need national, transforming his
grassroots idea into a structured model that will be implemented in cities
across the United States.
“My message with Feed the Need is clear: anybody has the potential to help
if they get up and do it. My skill happens to be restaurants, but everyone has
something to offer. Alone, my contribution would be limited, but together
we are able to do so much.”
www.charlestonplace.com/web/ocha/feed_the_need.jsp
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LOWCOUNTRY
FOOD BANK
IN SOUTH CAROLINA’S TEN COASTAL COMMUNITIES,

32 percent of households that receive food from local food banks house
children under eighteen. Even still, one in four children go hungry everyday. Mark Smith, board chairman of the Lowcountry Food Bank, is
very familiar with these statistics—growing up the youngest son of a single
mother, he was a statistic of hunger himself.
“As a child you don’t understand what’s going on, but now, as an educated adult and small business owner, I want to give back,” says Mark. “It’s
incredibly humbling to see the difference we are making, especially in the
lives of children and the elderly.”
In addition to distributing over 17 million pounds of food to 190,000 people
per year, the Lowcountry Food Bank directly targets child hunger with two afterschool programs. Kid’s Café provides hot, nutritious meals to over 3,000 students, distributing at twelve locations, and Backpack Buddies combats weekend
hunger by sending those children home with packs of food supplies. Sixty-two
percent of children served by Backpack Buddies live in Charleston County.

“I also know from my own childhood what it’s like to come home and not
have a hot meal waiting,” says Kim Ortego-Kuver, Kid’s Café executive chef.
“All of the kids in our program receive a hot protein, vegetable, fruit, and
whole grain in our café, and then they sit down with their after-school tutors.
It’s one small thing we can give to them that makes a huge difference.”
Having taken a hit from state budget cuts, Mark and the rest of the board
at the Lowcountry Food Bank are committed to finding creative ways to
do more with less.
And the Charleston community has heard their call to action. Last year,
the food bank operated with over 25,000 volunteer hours and was named
one of the Lowcountry’s favorite charities.
“These are tough economic times for everyone, but for the poor especially,”
explains Mark. “It’s sobering when you think of what would happen if the
Lowcountry Food Bank wasn’t in existence. The government is not going to
provide—it takes a whole community.”
www.lowcountryfoodbank.org

KID’S CAFÉ EXECUTIVE CHEF
KIM ORTEGO-KUVER OVERSEES
THE FOOD BANK KITCHEN
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THE GREEN
HEART PROJECT

KARALEE NIELSEN GIVES A BREATH
OF FRESH AIR TO MITCHELL
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

ON HER FIRST VISIT to Mitchell Elementary School, Karalee Nielsen held
up a dirty, brown potato. “How many of you know what this is?” she asked the
students. They just looked at her. “How many of you have ever been to the grocery store?” Only four out of eighteen fourth-graders raised their hand.
“Most of them didn’t even know what produce was,” she remembers. “They
knew potato chips and mashed potatoes, but had never seen a whole potato.”
Karalee’s original idea for the Green Heart Project was to introduce children
to urban agriculture; however, she quickly realized that for low-income students,
she would have to start at square one. After discovering that much of downtown
Charleston is considered a food desert, meaning that grocery stores are largely
inaccessible to those without personal transportation, she understood why the
children in her neighborhood littered the sidewalk with candy wrappers from
the corner store. Her idea to educate her young neighbors not only on nutrition
and gardening, but also on respect for others and the environment was enthusiastically received by Mitchell Elementary in 2010. Using materials donated by
local businesses and funds from Taco Boy, Karalee’s downtown restaurant, the
Green Heart Project planted a large garden next to the school’s playground to
use as an outdoor classroom for third and fourth graders.
“The kids plant everything from seeds to trees, developing a sense of pride
and ownership in the garden,” explains Drew Harrison, Green Heart project
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director. “At harvest time, we end each class with a tasting. Everyone breaks
off a piece of raw kale or something and we all taste together. The kids love it.”
Throughout the year, the small garden yields everything from sweet potatoes and watermelon to beans, peppers, herbs, greens, and berries. The harvest
is then incorporated into fresh, simple recipes like pesto, basil lemonade, and
kale salad that the children can make and take home.
“We’ve heard stories of the kids going home and asking Mom to take them to
the grocery store, so that they can repeat the recipe for their families,” says Drew.
“The project has a great way of reinvigorating parents and grandparents as well.”
In addition to teaching kids about gardening and plant cycles, the Green
Heart Project works closely with school faculty to reinforce what’s being
taught in the classroom. Students often use the garden for other hands-on activities like measuring perimeters, examining insects, using the five senses, and
discussing South Carolina history. The project has also facilitated field trips to
Joseph Field’s Farms and the Charleston County Recycling Center.
“Green Heart Project planted a seed, and now we are watching it grow,” says
Karalee. “Using the garden as a classroom cultivates learning in so many ways.
It’s about so much more than gardening, it’s about teaching total respect—for
ourselves, each other, and the environment.”
www.thegreenheartproject.blogspot.com
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STEVE CARROLL AT HIS RED’S
ICEHOUSE ESTABLISHEMENT

LOUIE’S KIDS

WHEN LOUIS YUHASZ founded Louie’s Kids in 2001, he says his in-

HOSPITALITY
HEROES
TRACEY STAPLETON AND HER HUSBAND KEVIN lost their
infant son, Cooper, in 2006. When he and his twin brother were born twelve
weeks premature, the Stapletons were all of a sudden faced with the loss of one
child and coping with the intensive care of the other. As Kevin, a bartender at
Red’s Ice House in Mt. Pleasant, spent more time at the hospital and less time
at work, the couple’s medical bills only got higher.
“We were totally overwhelmed by the loss of Cooper and terrified for the
survival of Tanner,” remembers Tracey. “Our medical bills, plus the funeral,
were impossible for us, so Red’s helped raise the money. I don’t know what we
would have done without them.”
Overwhelmed by his restaurant’s full-rally response for the Stapletons, general manager Steve Carroll wondered: why not turn that reactive generosity
into a proactive non-profit so that the funds would always be available to
members of the food and beverage community when tragedy hit? He approached Tracey, who had a solid background in the non-profits, and asked if
it seemed like a feasible project.
“I would have done anything to give back, we were so grateful,” says Tracey.
Knowing how hard members of the food and beverage community work, often without health insurance or paid-leave, she and Steve started Hospitality
Heroes, an organization to fill in the gap in times of crisis.
When Damien Ambs, executive chef at Triangle Char and Bar, contracted
pneumonia, he was out of work for two months. A friend of Tracey’s was dining
at the restaurant and overheard someone talking about his dire situation. She
approached the manager of the restaurant and told him that he could fill out
a medical hardship assistance application with Hospitality Heroes on Damien’s
behalf. The funds that Damien promptly received covered not only some of his
medical bills, but also basic expenses for his wife and three-month-old son.
“It was a time of serious hardship for us—the money helped tremendously,”
says Damien. “You don’t realize how important an organization like Hospitality Heroes is until you need it. We were desperate.” Not surprisingly, Hospitality Heroes has no trouble raising money from a community that gives generously by way of occupation. Their annual golf tournament and harbor cruise
raised enough money last year to fulfill two applications a month.
“We were helped out tremendously in our tragic circumstances,” Tracey says.
“I think about that all of the time. I just want these hardworking chefs, servers,
hosts, bartenders, dishwashers—all of them, to have somewhere to turn.”
www.hospitalityheroes.com

spiration came from his late father, a hardworking, warm-hearted man who
had died at 550 lbs from complications related to obesity. Today, Louis says
that his inspiration now comes from all of the kids the program has helped.
Louie’s Kids is a well-established, non-profit organization devoted to fighting childhood obesity, one child at a time. But even more than helping kids
slim down, the therapy-centered program seeks to address the deep emotional
issues that lead to obesity and raise the child’s overall sense of self-worth.
“A sixteen-year-old girl doesn’t weigh 434 lbs because she likes cheeseburgers—all kids like cheeseburgers,” explains Louis. “She weighs 434 lbs because
she has used food as a way to cope with brutal abuse from her father. Eighty
percent of the time, it’s not just about fitness and nutrition. Many kids today
are using food like drugs and alcohol, as a way to escape.”
When a child is accepted into Louie’s Kids, he or she is partnered with
a therapist, a nutritional counselor, and a personal trainer, known as a Run
Buddy. This team of professional volunteers commits to visiting the child at
home in order to assess the real problem. The nutritional counselor takes the
parents to the grocery store and discusses healthy, affordable food choices.
The Run Buddy maps out feasible running and walking routes with the child,
showing him or her how to incorporate fitness into his or her daily routine.
“We are not just trying to inspire the kids to lose weight, we are trying to
empower them in every aspect of their lives,” says Louis. “They come to us
when they can’t bear it anymore. They are tired of being bullied and tired of
feeling ashamed. We help them make what will probably be the biggest change
of their lives.”
When J’Angelo Seabrook joined Louie’s Kids at sixteen, he was grossly obese
and spent most of his time at home caring for his elderly grandmother. His
volunteer Run Buddy drove over forty miles to his rural home in McClellanville every week. In just a few months, J’Angelo was able to run to the library
where he started studying for his SATs. Not only did he drop sixty lbs, but
he also scored high enough on the exam to receive a four-year scholarship to
Coastal Carolina University. In addition to one-on-one cases like J’Angelo’s,
Louie’s Kids also reaches a wide-range of students at Title I schools through
Fit Club, an afterschool program aimed at exposing low-income students to a
variety of sports and fitness activities.
“Every kid is not a runner or a swimmer. We introduce our kids to karate,
hip hop, yoga, Pilates, badminton—sports that make them realize that fitness
can be fun,” says Louis. “It’s about giving kids the knowledge and skills they
need to get healthy and feel good about themselves.”
www.louieskids.org
LOUIS YUHASZ SUPPORTS THE
YOUTH OF CHARLESTON IN THEIR
EFFORT TO FIGHT OBESITY
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