
are plants that are grown after or 
alongside primary crops on farms to 
improve soil health. They prevent 
erosion, retain moisture, boost 
beneficial microbes, fix nitrogen, 
scavenge and recycle unused 
nutrients, improve soil structure and 
produce materials for feed and 
mulch! Cover crops are particularly 
relevant for our research because 
they help in the process of 
sequestering carbon in soil.

is an interdisciplinary (art/science/ecology/ 
techno/social) platform for testing the 
potential for carbon sequestration in urban 
soils. Soil is an important retainer of carbon, 
second only to our oceans. Can we turn our 
soils into a better sink, slowing down the 
release of carbon, as a means to reduce 
CO

2
 and mitigate anthropogenic climate 

change? 

The project was initiated by Brooke Singer, 
2018-2019 Designer-in- Residence at the New 
York Hall of Science (NYSCI) and co-founder 
of La Casita Verde. The Carbon Sponge team 
includes: Sahery Arain, Maha Deeb, Sara Perl 
Egendorf, Daniel Fabricant, Katharhy/Victor 
Flores, Cara Lambrento and Marisa Prefer. 

This zine was produced by Brooke Singer 
and Marisa Prefer for Cooking with Cover, 
a workshop on October 13, 2018, held in the 
Carbon Sponge at NYSCI. Design by Marisa 
Prefer. Photos by Brooke Singer. 

For more info see: www.carbonsponge.org

Cover crops can be effective and 
powerful in urban gardens, parks and 
abandoned lots to add nitrogen to 
the soil. These plants help cover bare 
dirt and keep soil biology active 
throughout cold and snow-filled 
winters. Use them!

There are many kinds of cover 
crops. Some like sorghum 
sudan grass, clover and sunn 
hemp grow in the warm 
season. Some like winter rye, 
vetch, winter peas grow in 
cooler seasons. Sunn hemp 
and vetch are great for 
nitrogen fixation. Buckwheat 
and sorghum sudan grass are 
great for boosting the soil 
organisms. Mustard and 
alfalfa are scavengers that 
recycle nitrogen and prevent 
excess nutrients from seeping 
into groundwater. 

No single cover crop can do all of 
this work alone!

This is why we grow them in 
community with each other – 
customizing combinations to 
best suit soil types, crops and 
climate.
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Soil can either be a sink or a source of carbon. 
There is too much carbon in our atmosphere in 
the form of Carbon Dioxide (CO2) – which 
contributes to anthropogenic climate change. 
Plants use CO2 along with water and light 
energy to make its food in a process we call 
photosynthesis. Through photosynthesis 
carbon transforms from a gas into liquid and 
some of that carbon is exuded via plant roots, 
feeding microbes in the soil. These microbes 
also provide nutrients back to plants . It’s a 
wonderful symbiotic relationship! If the 
conditions are just right, the carbon that has 
passed through the plant becomes inert and 
stays in the ground in solid form. Or, it can 
turn back into a gas, respirate into the air and 
return to CO2. Can we cultivate soils natural 
capacity to be a sink and keep carbon in the 
ground where it's beneficial to soil health 
rather than released into the air where it's a 
harmful greenhouse gas? WE NEED TO THINK: 
BIG SOIL NOT OIL.

carbon cycle, the real soil cycle

cultivate  
carbon 
with 
cover 
crops
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Monggo 
This is a dish that is native to the Philippines and it’s what I sometimes find on the dinner table at 
home. The version of this dish that I grew up with uses pork, but the pork can be switched out with 
other alternatives such as shrimp or tofu. It’s a dish that’s shared amongst family at the dinner 
table and I hope through this recipe that it can be shared with other people. Modified from 
Panglasang Pinoy. Makes 4 servings.

INGREDIENTS
1 cup mung beans
6 ounces pork, sliced into small pieces1

1 cube pork bouillon2

1 bunch spinach, washed or 1 cup malunggay (moringa) leaves
2 medium tomatoes, cubed
1 medium onion, diced
4 cloves garlic, minced
6 cups water
3 tablespoons cooking oil
1-2 tablespoons patis (fish sauce)3 
Ground black pepper, to taste

1 The pork can be substituted with shrimp or tofu (cubed)
2 The pork bouillon can be switched out with beef, chicken, shrimp, or vegetable bouillon.
3 The patis can be substituted with salt (to taste).

Heat the oil in a cooking pot. Saute the 
garlic, onions and tomatoes. Add the pork, 
and sauté until it turns light brown.  Add 
the water and heat it to a boil. Add the pork 
bouillon and stir until dissolved. Add the 
mung beans. Cook on a low to medium heat 
until the beans are soft and mushy. Add 
water if needed. Add malunggay leaves or 
spinach and stir for 2 minutes.4 Add black 
pepper and patis. Cook for 2 to 3 minutes. 
Transfer the Monggo to a serving bowl and 
serve with rice. 

4 If using shrimp: Add shrimp at the same time as the malunggay 
leaves/spinach. Cook until shrimp turns pink. If using tofu: Cook tofu 
separately in a pan; saute until golden brown. Add fried tofu to the 
munggo at the same time as the malunggay leaves/spinach, and stir.
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Recipe by Cara Lambrento
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Recipe by Sarah Wosk, Leila Chudnoff and Nanci Prefer

N2Seed Bombs 
Seed bombs are a great way to take action 
as a guerrilla gardener1. This recipe can 
be modified to accommodate any seeds 
that you might have lying around, and 
can be scaled appropriately depending on 
how much ground you’re looking to cover. 
Portions here are for an area about 30’ x 
100’, or approximately 100, 2" seed bombs.

INGREDIENTS
1/2 pound of red clay, or clay-heavy soil
1/2 pound of compost or top soil
Nitrogen-fixing seeds (like clover, vetch, alfalfa, 
also mix in wildflowers or other companion 
plants!)
Water

1 A term coined by NYC activist Elizabeth "Liz" Christie in the 
1970’s, in relation to community greening projects that began 
on the LES of Manhattan, see https://tclf.org/pioneer/liz-
christy for more.

Grab a pinch of clay, about the size 
of a quarter. Press your thumb into 
the clay, making a furrow and 
sprinkle compost or dirt into the 
center of the clay. Mix these together, 
adding more compost/top soil until 
the ball can be rolled in your palms 
without crumbling apart. Press your 
thumb into the center of the ball and 
poke in your seeds. Note that you will 
need fewer of larger seeds and more 
of smaller seeds (generally). Make 
sure your seeds are covered in the 
mixture, and allow your bombs to dry 
before planting. Disperse your bombs 
in empty lots, sidewalk cracks or 
gardens in early fall or spring for best 
results.
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Recipe by Marisa Prefer

Lobia 
Lobia can be eaten by itself, but is 
usually eaten with rice or roti. It can be 
enjoyed any time of the year.

INGREDIENTS
1 cup of black eyed peas 
3 tablespoon of oil 
1 medium sized onion 
2 tomatoes
1 long green pepper 
1 teaspoon ginger 
1 teaspoon garlic
3-4 cups of water 

Wash and soak 1 cup of black eyed 
peas in water overnight. Drain 
water in a strainer. In a separate 
pot put 3 tablespoons oil. Then cut 
1 medium size onion, 2 tomatoes, 
1 long green pepper and add to the 
pot. Also add 1 teaspoon ginger and 
1 teaspoon garlic to the pot. Sauté 
the ingredients on medium heat 
until they are nicely fried and the 
tomatoes loose some of their 
water. Next add the black eyed 
peas to the pot. Sauté till the peas 
loose all their water and become 
shiny. Then add 3 to 4 cups water. 
Bring to boil and then put on low 
heat to simmer for a couple of 
hours. You will know when to stop 
simmering becuase the black eyed 
peas are soft and easily crushed.
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Recipe by Sahery Arain

eating nitrogen
is better than breathing it 
The air is about 78% nitrogen, but it is 
not in a form our bodies can use. Plants 
can’t use this form of nitrogen either.  
Certain bacteria form nodules on roots 
of some plants and transform 
atmospheric nitrogen (N

2
) into 

biologically usable forms like ammonia 
(NH

3
). Ammonia is then taken up from 

the soil via plant roots. This process is 
called nitrogen fixation and plants can't 
do it alone! Humans acquire usable 
nitrogen compounds by eating plants. 
Our lives depend on these nitrogen 
fixing bacteria!

I remember the sizzle of the pot on gramma Sarah’s stove as she stirred 
the onions gently. "Put the lid on tight... No peeking until its done!" she 
said, waving her wooden spoon in the air. –Marisa Prefer

Kasha




