
Sprouting 
Young Minds
Through his program Green Bronx Machine, 
teacher Stephen Ritz uses gardening  
to show students the beauty (and fun!)  
of science. By Julie Kendrick

I n 2005, longtime educator Stephen Ritz was 
assigned to a sparsely equipped high school 
science classroom in the Bronx. After an 

online plea for supplies, he received what he 
thought was “a bunch of onions.” Ritz stuck 
them in a box near the radiator and forgot all 
about them. Months later, as he was trying to 
stop a student fight, the box fell over, and out 
came a bouquet of blooming daffodils. “Everyone 
laughed,” Ritz recalls. The beauty of the plants 
defused a tense situation. “I decided it was a 
teachable moment,” he says. Was it ever.

The Miracle of the Daffodils spurred Ritz 
and his students to think more deeply about 
how things grow—but rather than blooms, his 
mind went to fruits and vegetables. In 2007, Ritz 
started an after- school program called the Green 
Bronx Machine. Since then, GBM has evolved 
into a K-12 educational model that’s being used 
in 500 schools across 20 states and five nations. 
“The curriculum wraps the entire school around 
the garden,” Ritz says. Schools can implement the 
program throughout the day, in specific classes or 
after school. While learning about food produc-
tion and health, students explore subjects like 
science, math, language arts and history. Each 
day, they might conduct experiments on how 
light and soil quality affect their plants, work to-
gether on group projects to plan springtime plots, 
or prepare meals with visiting chefs. 

In the South Bronx, Ritz’s students also grow 
more than 5,000 pounds of produce each year at 
their own community garden. Aptly named the 
Food For Others Farm, the project donates some 
of its harvest to local soup kitchens and food- 
insecure senior citizens.

Corey Gamble, 32, was part of the program 
in his youth. Now, as the first high school and 
college graduate in his family, he works full-time 
for Brooklyn-based urban farm Gotham Greens 
and still volunteers with GBM. “Mr. Ritz is the 
original sustainable gangster,” Gamble says. 
“He’s a father to many and a hero to all, and he’s 
changed my life and the lives of so many here in 
the Bronx.”

Ritz’s own larger-than-life personality and 
enthusiasm have seemed to grow, too, even as his 
size has diminished. “I used to weigh more than 
300 pounds, but I realized on one of our (three!) 
trips to the White House to hear Michelle 
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Obama talk about food and health, that I needed 
to ‘walk the walk.’ I gave up my gallon-a-day soda 
habit and started eating more of the vegetables 
we were growing,” he says. “I lost 100 pounds.”

Ritz hopes he’s helping in the creation of a 
healthier, more equitable and resilient commu-
nity here in one of the poorest Congressional 
districts in the United States. “We grow vege-
tables,” he says. “Our vegetables grow students, 
schools, communities and opportunities.”

Stephen Ritz (known by 
his students as “the big 
cheese,” hence the hat) is 
changing students’ lives in 
the Bronx—and around the 
world—through gardening.
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