
Hunger is never far away
By Deborah r. meyer

Sarah Blake Finigan moved to Cha-
tham County two years ago and 
immediately struck up a friendship 
with her next-door neighbor Michelle 
Morehouse.

Morehouse told Finigan about 
“Fuel Up,” a program she’d heard 
about that had started during the 
2007-2008 school year in three Cha-
tham County Schools; Siler City 
Elementary, Moncure School and 
Virginia Cross School. School and 
community partners teamed up with 
Chatham County Schools so that 
students in need would have food on 
the weekends during the school year. 
“But it wasn’t being done at Perry 
Harrison School, which our children 
attended. Michelle really wanted to 
start it there. I thought about the fact 
that there were kids that were going 
hungry on the weekend in this com-
munity and I said I would help,” said 
Finigan, who now runs the program 
with a host of volunteers.

To begin, the pair talked to the 
members of the Chatham County 
Board of Education. They said if the 
Perry Harrison principal Valgean 
Mitchell was amenable to the idea 
of having Fuel Up at the school then 
they certainly were, and though the 
program needed to function on its 
own in terms of organization and 
funding, the Board would do what 
they could to help.

Mitchell was excited and very sup-
portive of the idea and said she would 
personally do anything to help with 
the program in addition to providing 
storage space for items at the school.

Finigan said 25 percent of the stu-
dents at Perry Harrison, 2655 Hamlet 
Chapel Road, are getting a free or 
reduced cost lunch, compared to the 82 
percent at a school in Siler City. This 
may not seem like many children are 
going hungry, but this translates into 1 
in 4 students. “That is a lot when you 
are talking about a student body of 
over 700 children. We said, ‘Wow. If 
there are even five kids going hungry 
we want to do it,” Finigan said.

She and Morehouse scoured the 
Internet looking at similar programs all 
over the country to look at how they 
functioned and created a program they 
felt would be optimal for Perry Har-
rison and called it “Fuel Up at Perry 
Harrison School”. “The first year we 
started with 20 children and the pro-
gram grew to serve 35 children last 
year. This year it’s possible that we’ll 

need to serve even more,” Finigan said.
Morehouse now puts her energy 

into the food pantry at Evergreen 
United Methodist Church, another 
source that helps feed those going 
hungry in the community.

Fuel Up is run on a very confi-
dential basis. Volunteers and other 
students do not know who partici-
pates. Not even Finigan knows which 
children at Perry Harrison receive 
the weekly bags of food that will 
feed them from the time they leave 
school on Friday until they return 
on Monday morning. Each child in 
the program is assigned a number. 
For this number, Finigan knows only 
the basic things like whether the stu-
dent is male or female, the student’s 
homeroom teacher to deliver the bag 
to, and whether the student has any 
special dietary needs or food allergies. 
Each bag contains three dinners, two 
lunches, two breakfasts and snacks. 
Anyone who has a student or students 
at Perry Harrison who may qualify for 
the program should contact the school’s 
guidance counselor Nancy Fahrbach.

“We pack bags on Wednesday 
morning on campus. After dismissal 
on Wednesday afternoons when the 
children have left, I wheel a cart 
around and give bags to homeroom 
teachers. Then on Thursday when 
the students are out of the room, the 
teacher very discretely tucks the bags 
into the students’ backpacks. When 
the students return the empty bags, 
the teacher discretely removes them 
from the backpack and returns them 
to the guidance office,” Finigan said.

During school holidays, like at 
Thanksgiving, Christmas, and spring 
break, Fuel Up provides enough food for 
each student for the entire break. Parents 
do have to come to the school to pick up 
that much food, but again, it is all done 

discretely. Finigan doesn’t want anyone 
to hesitate to be involved because he or 
she might be embarrassed.

She said that the community sup-
port for the non-profit has been 
amazing and there are a lot of ways to 
assist the program. Janice Frazier, who 
became principal of Perry Harrison 
in 2009, has embraced the program 
wholeheartedly.

Besides providing food for students 
who are not receiving enough food 
otherwise, part of the mission of “Fuel 
Up at Perry Harrison School” is to 
help other interested schools start 
their own weekend food program and 
figure out the best way to make it suc-
cessful. Some of the other programs 
in Chatham share the Fuel Up name 
but others don’t. Finigan helped Pitts-
boro Elementary guidance counselor 
Lisbeth Fillard start a program at her 
school called “Panda Packs.” “Each 
of the programs in the area have dif-
ferent sources of funding and diverse 
groups of volunteers. What we all 
share is the goal of doing something 
in an intentional, focused way to help 
feed hungry children in our commu-
nity,” Finigan said.

No tax dollars are used for the 
Perry Harrison program and Fini-
gan said the community has been 
tremendous in its support. She said 
credit goes to Carolina Meadows’ 
Community Grants program, the Gal-
loway Ridge Charitable Fund, Girl 

Scout Troops, the Fearrington Farm-
ers Market FoodShare program, the 
families of Perry Harrison School and 
churches such as Chapel in the Pines 
Presbyterian Church, Chapel of the 
Cross Episcopal Church, Mt. Gilead 
Baptist Church and Bynum Methodist 
Church. “I truly believe that people 
want to help others. They just aren’t 
always sure who needs help or how to 
go about helping,” Finigan said.

All ideas and donations are welcome. 
Finigan said, “This is something we all 
can do that is not hard and it has a clear 
and direct impact on reducing hunger 
for children in our community,”
Deborah R. Meyer is a Chatham writer. She can 
be contacted at 942.3252.

A Taste of Tuscany
Come enjoy our new Tuscan-themed full-service  
Italian restaurant at Our Neighborhood School.
• Authentic Italian dishes
• Local organic flour for pizza and homemade rolls
• Local organic beef for meatballs and pizza toppings
• Organic salads

87 Thompson Street, Pittsboro • 919-545-0900
Open for lunch and dinners:  
11 a.m. - 8 p.m. Mon-Wed • 11 a.m. - 9 p.m. Thu-Sat • Closed Sundays

HOW YOU CAN HeLP
•  Donate food, shelf-stable 

milk and juice boxes
•  Sponsor a student’s bag for 

any amount of time
• Donate money
•  For one-time donations of 

food, there is a big, yellow 
box in the entry foyer at 
Perry Harrison School.

Details can be found at www.
fuelupkids.org. Finigan can be 
contacted at sb.finigan@gmail.com.

Boxes of food prepared for winter break last year.
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Jordan Lake School of the Arts
where imagination is everything

SEE JORDANLAKESA.COM FOR FURTHER DETAILS.

Jordan Lake 
School of the Arts 
is a private school 
community.
We specialize in 
children who are 
gifted, out-of-the-box 
thinkers, or are on 
the Autism spectrum.

We are currently 
enrolling students 
from grades K-12.
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