
FINDING CREATIVE WAYS to incorporate the “secret ingredient” 
(Sapsquatch Pure Maple Syrup) in a 4-course meal was the challenge 
for four teams of aspiring young chefs who took part in the 2nd 
Annual Junior Iron Chef Cookoff, hosted by CCE-Tompkins’ 
Gardens4Humanity (G4H) program.1  

 The event is based on the immensely popular Food Network 
series, “Iron Chef America” in which a weekly challenger competes 
against the show’s resident “Iron Chefs” to see who can prepare the 
best meal in an hour using a “secret ingredient” that is announced 
to the contestants as the timing begins. 
	 For	the	local	Junior	Iron	Chef	Cookoff,	youth	
aged 8 to 18 were chosen from applications 
received from throughout the community.  
Prospective contestants were asked to describe 
their previous cooking experience, familiarity 
with local produce, and whether they had used a 
chef’s knife, grill, or other kitchen tools before.  They also had to write 
a short essay explaining why each thought he or she would make 
a good addition to one of the Junior Iron Chef teams.Applications 

were available online and at New Roots Charter School, Lehman 
Alternative Community School, Greater Ithaca Activities Center, and 
the Southside Community Center. There was no charge to participate.
 Based on the knowledge and skills of the contestants, 
Gardens4Humanity held two practice nights in the Cargill Teaching 

Kitchen at CCE-Tompkins Education Center to help 
familiarize the chef contestants with ingredients and to 
go over some basic cooking and food preparation skills. 
Gardens 4 Humanity intern Juliet Barriola worked 
with Community Chef volunteers2 Emma Hileman 
and Elizabeth Boze to put on these sessions, in which 
youth created a dish in just an hour from a selection 
of farm-donated local produce. 
						The	Cook-off	Competition	was	held	on	Saturday,	
September 22, 2012 in the parking lot of the new 
Neighborhood Pride Grocery (former P&C) at 210 
Hancock Street as part of the Food Justice Summit 
coordinated by Greenstar Community Projects with 
local partners that included CCE-Tompkins. Several 
“prep” areas were set up on folding tables under 
tents (in case of rain) near a “kitchen” consisting of 
two rented propane grills that were shared by the 
four teams. Contestants used equipment from CCE-
Tompkins’ teaching kitchen, and some specialty tools 
brought by the visiting chefs. Fresh, seasonal produce 
was donated by local farms. 

      After donning their “Junior Iron Chef” aprons, youth were grouped 
into mixed-age teams and paired with either a local chef volunteer 
or an experienced adult cook who would guide and support their 
efforts.	 	 Teams	first	 chose	 their	 names:	 “Northside	Pittmasters”	

(with Chef Ralph Moss formerly of Ralph’s 
Ribs), “Wildcats” (with Chef René Senne 
of Wegmans Markets),  “Dinosaurs” 
(with Mark Thornton of G4H) and “The 
Team” (with Community Chef volunteer 
Emma Hileman and Damon Brangman of 
G4H). Allyn Rosenbaum, Farm-to-School 

Coordinator/”Lunch Lady” at New Roots School, expedited the event. 
     Next, the “secret ingredient” was announced, and teams scrambled 
to gather the additional tools and ingredients 

JUNIOR IRON CHEF COOKOFF 
GARDENS 4 HUMANITY DOES MORE THAN START GARDENS

 Members of the ‘Northside Pittmasters’  Junior Iron Chef Cook-off team prepare their appetizers with guidance  
from Chef Ralph Moss (formerly of Ralph’s Ribs) in the September 2012 competition.  

The real purpose is
to get youth excited
about cooking and
eating healthy food.

1.  Gardens 4 Humanity (G4H) is a community-driven food justice organization that promotes economic, personal, and neighborhood empowerment, 
and health through education, urban gardening and local farm connections. For more information, visit http://ccetompkins.org/g4h. 
2.  Community Chef is a volunteer program at CCE-Tompkins that trains and empowers volunteers to become agents of change for healthier food in 
their communities. For more information, visit http://ccetompkins.org/community-chef.
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they would use to create what they each hoped would be the winning 
menu. An hour later, a selection of beautifully plated dishes were 
assembled at the judging table in categories of appetizer, salad, 
main dish and dessert. Instead of having celebrities or food experts 
evaluate the entries as on the Food Network show, judging was done 
by members of the public who each made a $5-$10 donation for a 
ballot that allowed them to line up and sample all the entries, and 
vote on each course.
 When all the votes were tallied, “The Wildcats” team guided 
by Chef René Senne had won 2 out of 4 possible categories and 
had received the most overall votes, followed closely by last year’s 
champions,	“The	Northside	Pittmasters”.		Members	of	the	winning	
team received cookbooks donated by Moosewood Restaurant. 
 “The contest is a lot of fun, but it’s real purpose is to get 
youth excited about cooking and eating healthy food,” says Jemila 
Sequeira, head of the Whole Community Project at CCE-Tompkins.  
“Many studies have shown that when you get children involved in 
preparing healthier foods, they enjoy those foods more and learn to 
make healthier food choices, so activities like this can help change 
or reinforce that positive mindset toward healthy eating,” 
 Josh Dolan, Food Gardening Educator with G4H and an 
organizer	of	the	cookoff,	agrees.		“The	competition	is	a	lot	of	work	

to coordinate but it is very gratifying to see how much each of the 
kids gained from the experience,” he recalls.  “The event also shows 
that gardening is only one aspect of what Gardens4Humanity does.  
Our program also recognizes that people need access to practical 
cooking skills so that they can enjoy their harvest.”
 Toward this end, the Gardens4Humanity program will hold 
“pop-up” kitchens and other events throughout the year to raise 
funds for a mobile teaching kitchen, and for neighborhood gardening 
hubs that will serve as outdoor classrooms for gardening and 
nutrition	education.	More	information	on	these	efforts	is	available	
online	at	http://gardens4humanity.peaksoverpoverty.org/.
    NOTE: a contest to design a “Junior Iron Chef” logo was held in 
September with the winning entry submitted by Mary Anne Williams 
who won a $50 gift certificate from Standard Art Supply in Ithaca.  
Gardens4Humanity thanks all the contestants, parents, chefs and 
volunteers who came out to support and take part in the event; G4H 
intern Juliet Barriola who helped organize the cook-off and facilitated 
many activities before, during and after it; Audrey Baker, Greenstar 
Community Projects. Special thanks to the following producers for 
donating produce or products for the cook-off or practice sessions: Blue 
Heron Farm, Buried Treasures Farm, Daring Drake Farm, Early Morning 
Farm, Eddy Dale, Humble Hill Farm, Ithaca Bakery, Littletree Orchards, 
Muddy Fingers Farm, Sabol’s Farm, Sacred Seed Farm, Six Circles 
Farm, and Wood’s Earth Farm.  Written by Sandy Repp☼
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