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BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

On a recent morning in York,
Pa., walking to a volunteer job, I
exchanged pleasantries with a
man on the sidewalk. He looked
as though he held the weight of
the world on his shoulders, and
our short conversation confirmed
he was feeling down and out. A
couple of hours hence, I was roll-
ing dough while he played the
piano. We were surrounded by a
bustle of lunchers and nourish-
ing, locally sourced food while
immersed in the riches of a com-
munity cafe.

I first encountered the concept
of pay-what-you-can cafes last
summer in Boone, N.C., where I
ate at F.A.R.M. (Feed All Regard-
less of Means) Cafe. You can vol-
unteer to earn your meal, pay the
suggested price ($10) or less, or
you can overpay — paying it for-
ward for a future patron’s meal.
My only regret after eating there
was not having a chance to give
my time as well as my money. So
as soon as Healthy World Cafe
opened in York in April, I signed
up for a volunteer shift and
planned my visit.

F.A.R.M and Healthy World are
partofagrowing trendof commu-
nity cafes. In 2003, Denise Cerreta
opened the first in Salt Lake City
and subsequently helped a couple
in Denver open S.A.M.E. (So All
May Eat) Cafe. Cerreta eventually
closed her cafe and now runs the
One World Everybody Eats Foun-
dation, helping others replicate
her pay-what-you-can model.

Most of the nonprofit, volun-
teer-run cafes are started by indi-
viduals or groups, but Panera
Bread and the Jon Bon Jovi Soul
Foundation also have opened ca-
fes with Cerreta’s guidance. The
foundation holds free annual
summits at which start-ups can
learn best practices and network
with other organizers. To date,
nearly 60 have opened across the
country, and another 20 are in the
planning stages. Generally, 80
percent of customers pay the sug-
gested price or more, and the
remainder pay less or volunteer
for meals.

“I think the community cafe is
truly a hand up, not a handout,”
Cerreta said. She acknowledged
that soup kitchens have a place in

society, but people typically don’t
feel good about going there.

“One of the values of the com-
munity cafe is that we have an-
other approach,” she said. “Every-
one eats there, no one needs to
know whether you volunteered,
underpaid or overpaid. You can
maintain your dignity and eat
organic, healthy, local food.”

The successful cafes not only
address hunger and food insecu-
ritybutalsobecome integralparts
of their neighborhoods—whether
it’s a place to learn skills or hear
live music. Some enlist culinary
school students as volunteers,
some teach cooking to seniors,
some offer free used books. Eating
or working there is a reminder
that we’re all in this world togeth-
er; the cafes seem to provide a
much-needed glue in the commu-
nities they call home.

In York, a longtime resident
who works for an international
relief organization — where he
learned firsthand the truth be-
hind the proverb “If you give a
man a fish . . .” — spearheaded the
effort to open Healthy World Cafe.
It operated for a few years as a
monthly pop-up in a church be-
fore it opened in a renovated
building downtown. A small
group of volunteers raised more
than $100,000 from foundations,
companies and individuals. Stu-

dents from vocational schools do-
nated their trade and art skills,
and a fire department donated
industrial kitchen equipment.

My 10 a.m.-to-1 p.m. shift began
with the cafe manager — one of
only two paid staff members —
running through an orientation.
As she talked about food safety,
we passed one regular volunteer,
mincing ginger, who works other
days as a personal chef.

I donned a name tag and ball-
cap, clipped my hair above the
nape of my neck (per health code)
and started my first job: weighing
1 1/2-ounce balls of dough and roll-
ing them out for chapatis (a flat-
bread cousin of pita and naan).
The man I’d met that morning —
Tony, who I’d learned had been
unemployed and homeless —
came in and played the piano,
which he does daily to earn his
lunch.

Behind the counter, the scene
was part camp kitchen, part
speedy cooking class. Our volun-
teer crew wasn’t the most orderly,
but we managed to prepare and
serve meals with a lot of laughs in
between. I began flipping bread
on the 500-degree grill (after re-
separating all my rolled-out
dough that had stuck together); a
physical therapist served orders
such as a salad with lentils, chick-
peas and wheatberries; a tattooed

man bused tables; and a graphic
designer (and cafe board mem-
ber) ran the register. At one point,
a 90-something man walked in
and began playing the harmonica
with Tony.

Customers arrived, including a
few in business suits, a judge and
a group of volunteers from a local
shelter who cleaned trash off the
block in exchange for their lunch-
es.

With lovely piano music in the
background and a constant flow
of orders, the hours passed quick-
ly. At the end of my shift, I took off
my name tag, unclipped my hair
and ordered my earned meal at
the counter. A few other volun-
teers and I ate together — dishes
of butternut squash and red lentil
curry soup (with my chapati on
the side), roasted radish salad and
house-pickled vegetables.

After lunch, I bought a few
more dishes to go and called out
“Bye!” to Tony at the piano.

Tony looked up from counting
his tips, smiling. “Bye, sweetie,” he
said. Then I walked out the door,
with a handful of new friends,
music in my head and a satisfied
belly and heart.
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Kaplan is a freelance writer in
Washington. Her Web site is
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Pay-what-you-can cafes let diners pay it forward
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The nonprofit Healthy World Cafe in York, Pa., uses a model that
accepts volunteer kitchen labor in exchange for a nutritious meal.
People can also overpay so that a future patron can eat.

It’s that time of year — the Travel
section is now accepting
submissions for its 16th annual
photo contest.

l You may submit one photo per
person taken since July 1, 2014. If
you submit multiple entries, we will
consider only the first photo
received. You may submit only an
image you have taken.

l Submit high-resolution photos
(240 dpi JPEG, at five inches wide
or high) online at
washingtonpost.com/travelcontest.
Include caption information and
the date the photo was taken, plus
your name, e-mail address and
phone number. We will not publish
your personal information.

l The contest is open to amateur
shutterbugs only; professional
photographers (i.e., anyone who
earns more than 50 percent of his
or her annual income from
photography) are not eligible to
enter.

l Please do not submit images
that have been heavily
manipulated. It is acceptable to
adjust an image to achieve color
balance that reflects the scene as
you observed it. Cropping is also
acceptable. The Washington Post

reserves the right to disqualify any
image it feels has been overly
altered.

l The deadline for entries is July
24. By entering, you grant The Post
a license to use your photos,
including the right to edit, publish,
distribute and republish them in
any form. Photographers retain the
rights to their images.

l The winners will be determined
by Travel section and Presentation
Desk staffers. Only U.S. residents
are eligible for prizes. The winning
photos will be published on or
around Aug. 23. Winners will
receive gift certificates to a photo
retailer.

l Employees, officers, directors
and representatives of The Post
and its affiliates, and those with
whom they are domiciled, are not
eligible. Void outside the United
States and where prohibited by
law. Contest subject to all federal,
state and local laws. Odds of
winning depend on the number of
eligible entries. No purchase
necessary. For complete rules and
prize information, go to
washingtonpost.com/
travelcontestrules or
e-mail questions to
travel@washpost.com.

SEEKING FOCUSED
AESTHETES

THE 16TH ANNUAL PHOTO CONTEST

BRENT DWAYNE OSBORNE

Brent Dwayne Osborne’s shot of a villager on top of Mount
Bromo in Java, Indonesia, took honorable mention last year.

If you go
WHERE TO EAT
Healthy World Cafe

24 S. George St., York, Pa.

717-814-8204
healthyworldcafe.blogspot.com

Dinner and live music every first
Friday of the month. Open
weekdays for lunch; menu items
$3.50 and $5.50; sign up online
for volunteer shifts.

INFORMATION
Find other community cafes such
as F.A.R.M. Cafe (www.farmcafe.org)
and S.A.M.E. Cafe (www.soall
mayeat.org) at www.oneworld
everybodyeats.org.

— M.K.
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