
PLANTING a CULTURAL MOVEMENT



T
here are many cultural stories 
regarding the Three Sisters. 
According to a website hosted 
by the Oneida Indian Nation, an 

indigenous nation of American Indian people 
“whose sacred and sovereign homelands are 
located in Central New York,” almost every 
indigenous Native American nation seems to 
have its own. Each version relates the story 
to the tradition of planting corn, beans, and 
squash together and contains both practical 
and spiritual importance.

According to the centuries-old tradition, 
corn, beans and squash are interdependent 
sisters: complementary crops that support 
each other. Both traditional and modern 
agriculturalists recognize that this method 
promotes soil health, reduces pest infiltra-
tions, and limits weed production. The beans 
host microorganisms in their roots that 
take nitrogen from the air and transfer it to 
the soil. Corn and its upright stalks act as 
pole-like structures that the climbing beans 
can wrap around. And the large leaves of 
the squash shade the soil while protecting 
moisture from escaping, as its spiny stems 
discourage pests and other animals from 
harming the crops.
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Each sister crop is unique. Together, they not 
only make each other stronger but that strength in 
turn provides benefits that serve a greater good—
namely the holistic health and well-being of each 
other and of the very space they occupy.  

In hearing Charlotte Epps, Maya Hanson, and 
Anne “Myrtle” Horel share the story of the Inter-
cultural Learning Community (ILC) Garden they 
co-created, one cannot help but see them as a simi-
lar trio of powerful sisters with unique strengths 
aligned around a common goal that has benefits far 
beyond themselves. 

Charlotte and Myrtle are both students in 
Oregon State University’s College of Agricultural 
Sciences and Maya, a 2020 College of Forestry 
graduate, was recently hired by the ILC to provide 
much-needed structure as well as leadership and 
communications. The garden itself is a student-led 
effort that aims to connect people—particularly 
people holding historically excluded identities—
through the culture of food and the experience of 
growing it. 

According to a research study published in 2019 
by Ranjan Datta at Mount Royal University titled, 
Empowerment: Intercultural Activities in a Com-
munity Garden: 

“Indigenous people, international students, 
immigrants, and refugee families are particularly 
vulnerable populations that experience a lack of 
sustainability for various reasons, including lack of 
belonging and networks, low income, mental stress, 
and discrimination.”

His paper further argues that cross-cultural ac-
tivities among visible and non-visible minorities in 
a community garden can create positive change “by 
empowering communities through cross-cultural 
bridging.” 

In May 2021, walking through the 4,000 square 
foot garden space in the North corner of the Oak 
Creek Center for Urban Horticulture (OCCUH) with 
rows of vegetables still waiting to sprout under 
a high tunnel, a pathway reveals itself through 
collards, peas, okra, and 25 varieties of peppers im-
portant to different cultures—all plants requested 

Above: Charolette Epps, 
one of the co-founders of 
the ILC, waters crops under 
the group's high tunnel. 
 
Above left: Plants grow in 
the greenouse before being 
planted in the soil under the 
high tunnel.
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by students. While the plants at that time had yet 
to emerge, one could already imagine the vibrant 
colors and fragrances soon to blossom. Everything 
in the garden was planted by volunteers who at-
tended weekend work parties to take on different 
responsibilities in a shared effort to grow not just 
food, but community. 

Fast forward two short months and the scene 
is of abundant vibrancy. Thick sweet potato leaves 
cascade like a green river. Colorful peppers of red, 
purple and orange punctuate the periphery. And the 
smell of a dream being realized permeates the space. 

A Vision is Born
The seed for the ILC Garden was sown in the 

fall of 2020 when Myrtle sent a project proposal to 
Charlotte, Maya, and Al Shay—the facility manager 
at Oak Creek. This was a year after the three sisters 
met in a SOIL 205 class and were initiated into the 
OSU Organic Grower’s Club under the leadership 
of James Cassidy whose passion for student experi-
ential learning and all things soil is palpable. 

The previous year, Myrtle had taken a trip to 
Ecuador and was exposed to intercultural learning 
communities exploring the anthropological aspects 
of food stories in an effort to decolonize study 
abroad programs. In turn, the Ecuadorian partners 
made a trip to Oregon to tour the Willamette Val-
ley’s fertile growing region.

“That trip had a huge impact,” said Myrtle. “It 
sparked a shared vision and energy that led us 
toward the ILC Garden.” 

The project took root as the three shared 
ideas about the intersections of food, culture, and 
nutritional sovereignty. Socially distant rooftop and 
carport meetings ultimately led to a virtual informa-
tion gathering. More than 30 people attended the 
initial planning meeting. It included both students 
and faculty in Corvallis and from the OSU Cascades 
campus in Bend. 

The project launched as an independent, 
student-led endeavor and that focus remains key 
to the vision for the ILC Garden. According to the 
three sisters, autonomy is all the more important 

Above right: Peppers are 
an important part of many 
cultures around the world. 
More than 25 varieties are 
grown by request at the ILC. 
 
Above far right: Maya 
Hansen, one of the 
co-founders of the ILC, 
regularly works with 
community members to 
help share the story of the 
cultural significance of food 
and farming.
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for students of Color who are at the center of this 
effort. Retaining the autonomy of the ILC’s initial 
vision allows for the space to be more authentic to 
those participating and shields it from potentially 
being overshadowed by well-meaning but counter-
productive University systems and constructs

It is important here to acknowledge that this vi-
sion launched against the backdrop of a pandemic, 
the rising tide of the Black Lives Matter movement, 
and a polarizing national election. 

The power of the three sisters set against this 
backdrop is meaningful. Charlotte describes herself 
as a community organizer. Myrtle's an intuitive gar-
dener and horticultural expert. And Maya, anchors 
the trio as a stabilizing force. Their strength absent 
the turbulent backdrop is significant. Adding the 
context of the realities of that moment in history 
deepened that strength and solidified their bond. 
Together, their individual strengths amplified to not 
just realize a garden, but to give root to a vision. 

Bold Beginnings 
The process of turning a vision into a reality 

required energy and tenacity. From acquiring space, 
to developing and submitting proposals, to schedul-
ing leadership meetings, organizing information 
sessions, designing and planning the garden to the 
actual construction. 

Through it all, in tackling the very real practical 
challenges of the vision, the heart of the ILC re-
mained firmly committed to honor and build upon 
the cultural movement of the time and give voice to 
Black and Brown voices in a white-dominated com-
munity and institution.

Working with the Organic Growers Club and 
the Horticulture department, the ILC organizers 
reached out to James Cassidy and Al Shay, and 
space was dedicated at Oak Creek for the ILC, al-
lowing the vision to take shape. 

A critical early supporter was Dr. Joan Gross, 
professor of anthropology in the College of Liberal 
Arts who focuses on the connections of food and 
culture, and who led the pivotal Ecuadorian trip. 
She connected the trio to Fresh and Local First, 
which became their 501c3 fiscal sponsor. Soon 
after, additional funds were procured, which the ILC 
used to purchase a used high tunnel.

Charlotte then led the effort to submit a 
scholarship proposal and received an additional 
$3,000 from the Leadership Academy—a year-
long program both she and Myrtle participated in 

that fosters leadership growth for undergraduate 
students in the College of Agricultural Sciences and 
the College of Forestry.

“This project was born out of shared energy 
with love, community, fulfillment and purpose. And 
many helping hands,” Charlotte added.

An Idea Takes Root
The energy that spurred the first meeting in 

October 2020 to the day seeds were planted and 
the high tunnel was erected in May 2021, radiates 
from Maya, Charlotte, and Myrtle. Their vision is 
powerful, and their determination is palpable. 

Not to say it hasn’t been without challenges. 
After months of struggling to find a paid posi-

tion, Maya departed from the ILC leadership team 
in March 2021 to find work out of state with the 
Montana Conservation Corps. The demands of 
maintaining the program amidst a host of other 
personal and external challenges facing both 
Charlotte and Myrtle highlighted the benefits of a 
leadership trio. 

Meanwhile, the mounting stressors of remote 
learning and the social and political unrest of the 
nation continued to weigh on everyone. Experienc-
ing life through the lens of social justice is exhaust-
ing, but essential. 

“People of Color cannot take off their social jus-
tice hat at the end of the day,” Charlotte explained. 
“We live it until the world is safe for us and our 
loved ones.”

But the strength of the three came together 
again when Maya returned in May, at the exact 
time that an opportunity arose with additional 
funding to pay for a Communications and Art Navi-
gator to help guide the ILC vision forward. With the 
three of them reunited to share both the rewards 
and responsibilities of cultivating an emerging com-
munity, momentum for the ILC shifted in its favor 
once again. 

Opportunities have since arisen to work with 
the SolCycle Farm, the Linn-Benton NAACP 
chapter and many others.  Over the summer, many 
community gatherings took place at the ILC garden 
featuring art and cooking and fellowship. Ideas are 

Above right: Constant care from leaders and a community of 
passionate students has been key to the ILC's early success. 
 
Right: Seedlings grow in the ILC's greenhouse.
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now percolating around offering cooking classes, 
a Spanish outdoor classroom, and seminars for 
uplifting BIPOC leaders and families.

So today, what may appear to the casual passer-
by as a small corner of a small farm on a college 
campus is a great deal more.  

It is instead a pathway through the bounty of a 
global community. As one traverses that path under 
the umbrella of that high tunnel one emerges at the 
intersection of Africa, the Mediterranean, Middle 
East, Southeast Asia, Turtle Island, and the Carib-
bean. Standing quite literally on an X that marks 
the spot for what has been intentionally designed 
to represent cultural affinity, one cannot help but 
recognize that this must be what hope looks like. 

Standing in that spot, two small wooden bench-
es flank the side and in the quiet of the moment on 
that X one can feel the power of the three sisters 
in the ground beneath one’s feet, in the expanse of 
time—past, present and future—and in the physical 
presence of three women who started it all.

Charlotte, Myrtle and Maya each plan to be 
at OSU for at least the next several years, pursu-
ing graduate studies and working or volunteering 
at the ILC. And while they may be in the soul of 
the ILC, they are the first to tell you that they are 
there to serve a much greater vision, much bigger 
than themselves. The ILC aims to be a long-term, 
self-sustaining, student-led multi-cultural learning 
community for years to come. One that might even 
be replicated across the state and beyond. 

“The ILC embodies the power of a cultural 
movement,” Maya shared as we walked back from 
the garden toward the greenhouse. “This is just the 
beginning.” 

Those interested in participating or supporting 
the ILC can follow them on Instagram (@ilcgarden) or 
donate to their fiscal sponsor Fresh and Local First!  
 
freshlocalfirst.wixsite.com/freshandlocal/donate

 
*Photos by the "Three Sisters": Charlotte Epps, 
Maya Hanson, and Anne “Myrtle” Horel 
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