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plant’s delicate white blossoms. She
cariles the perfectly round, unblembished,
15-pound Choctaw sweet potato squash
in her arms like a prond mother eradling
a healthy, robiist baky,

Purman manages Growing Hope,
which tracks down rare seeds, propa-
gates them and distrbutes seeds to tribal
members nationwide, Some Growlng
Hope plant varieties range In age from
300 to 2,500 years old.

HEAKTHHA SHARP

These rare plant varieties receive
Putmans nurtuing tender touch
because, toher, they are like family.
Flour corn, squash, beans, peas and
piemiiiin Perigue tobaceo springing from
endangered seeds are descendants of
plants Choctaw ancestors cultivated in
community fields in parts of what are
now Misslssippl and Alabama,

“This program ls how 1 love my people,”
Putman seys. “T want them to heve the

“The Growing Hope program
works to revitalize Choctaw
Nation's agricultural
heritage and brings back
sustainable health to our
families. The traditional
Choctaw diet based on
plant-based foods is a world-
class cuisine just as deep
and vibrant as any other
ethnic food worldwide.”

~ |AN THOMPSOMN,
tribal historic preservation officer and
archeologist, Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma

best of aur culture and be nutritionally
independent by producing sustainable
fonds for themselves just as our ances-
tors did. Growing Hope receives heritage
seeds through comuminity partnesships.,
Brad Lieh, director of archeology and field
studies for Chickasaw Nation, donated
the bottle pourd seeds, which were
foumd during roadwork around a former
Choctaw agency, now an archeologlcal
site_ along the Katchez Trace Parkway
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near Jacksom, Miss. & historcal placgue
marks where the government Indian
agent’s office and trading post epemted
[roan 1811 to 1823,

Growing Hope recently acouired
10 =eeds of twe rare hean varietals.

The Choctaw cutworm beans growm
from them produced 16 seeds, and

the spotted cane hasket beans yielded
2,607 seeds for the program’s 20023 seed
harvest.

When Growing Hope's seed stoes
are plentiful, as they were last year,
the program distributes seeds to tribal
members who apply for them_ In 2023,
Growing Hope shared 275,000 heritage
seeds with 1,400 tribal growers,

The progmm provides supportive
information onhow to plant the
seads, harvest the produce and make
traditional, healthy Choctaw cultural
foods from the yield This belps Choctaw
peaple continue ancestml agricul tural
practices on Choctaw Mation Reservation
land spanning 11,000 square miles in
southeastern Oklahoma and In Choctaw
cormmu nithes nationwide.

Putman, her greenhouse assistant
Makynna Sharp, Four interns aml a sea-
sonal tribal volunteer corps sow seeds,
weed, water and harvest what Growing
Hope raises on tribal land. Gardens are at
Choctaw museum locations and on the
Choctaw Mation's Capitol grounds,

The largest garden iz in Tuzkahoma. Its
20-foot-tall Choctaw flour com (tanchi
Lobi i Choctaw language), acts as a
trelles svsterm for Smith pess (tobd) while
Choctaw sweet potato squash (isito)
thrive bedow. This tri-erop combination
creates a nowrishing, nitrogen-effeient,
in i ecosvsten olten referied Lo in many
Mative American cultures as the Three
Sisters.

Growing Hope is funded by the
tribe and in part through the Center
of Indigenous Innovation and Health
Equity. Although officially founded in
2015, the Choctaw seed-saving initiative
was active long before, acconding to
lan Thompson, the Choctaw Nation of
Ohlahom tribal historic preservation
officer and a registered professional
archeclogist.

Growing Hope's heritage seeds are con-
nected to and deeply rooted n Choctaw
traditional beliefs, religious ceremaonies,
celebrations, historic matriarchal societal
clan strictinre and ancesteal foodways, "I
seeds of the cultivar varieties created hy
the Choctaw ancestors that are growing
in our gardens teday would have gone
extinet, then the Important connect lons
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to our culture that they represent could
never be replaced,” Thompson says.

The Choctaw people’s forced removal
from their homeland s under the Removal
Act of 1830, compounded by subsequent
colonization, gravely threatened tradi-
tinnal Choctaw ways of life.

During the first waves of removsl
marches, mome than 12,000 Choctew
peope were driven from their ancestral
lands in Mississippi, Louisiana and
Alabama during fercely frigid winter
maniths, A third of them died en route to
Indian Country in Oklahoma.

Historical accounts report people
carrying seeds stitched m their dothing.
Choctaw Mation of Oklahoma has shared
heritage ceeds with the Mississippi Band
of Choctaw Indians stil living in their
homelands.

“The Growing Hope program works to
revitalize Choctaw Nation's agricultural

heritage and hrings hack sustainahle
health to our families,” Thompson says.
“The traditional Choctaw diet hased on
plant-hased foods is a world-class culsine
just as deep and vibrant as any other
ethnic food worldwide,”

Wative American cultures nationwide
are actively engaged in & healing tribal
food movement, sayvs Sherry Rupert,
CEO of the American Tndian Alagka
Native Tourism Association. “Heritage
seed -saving programs and revitalization
of traditional tribal agricultural practices
protect food sovereignty, perpetuate
culture, preserve ancestral foodways and
promote health for our people”

In Durant, Okla., the Choctaw Cultural
Center's Champuli Café serves vieitors
and the commiunity traditonal foods,
such as tanchi labona, which s simmered
peard hominy com and bralsed porl,
cornmeal Choctaw banaha bread and
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Choctaw sweet potato squash, with much
of the produce grown in the eenter’s Three
Sisters garden,

Growing Hope recently partnered with
MASA on a STEM project for students
attending Choetaw Nation of Oklahoma's
Jones Academy in Hartshome, Choctaw
heritare seeds transparted last year an
the space shuitle to NASAs International
Space Station are scheduled to return to
Earth in April to be planted in the school's
garden. Students will compare the growth
of space-traveled, iradiated seeds to
earthbound hetitage seeds.

Futman attended the mcket launch.
“Wilivess ing heritoge seeds join our
ancesinrs in the heavens and knowing
that when the seeds returmn, they will
teach us more, flls oy heart with hope
for my people,” she says, 1 pray that our
Choctaw ancestors are proud of what we
have done with their legacy”
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