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The Art of Biochar: 

Assembling and Operating the Portable Burner 

Biochar is easy to make the old fashioned way—dig a trench, fill it with brush, light it on 

fire, and cover it with some dirt. Modern science brings us the ―Bio-Char Burner‖—a more 

efficient way to make Biochar with less of an impact on the environment. 

This class focus’s on sourcing the parts, modifying them, and then assembling and 

operating the burner. While we have found success in this design, there is a certain amount 

of trial and error involved and many other solutions out there.  

Materials Needed 

www.maxicontainer.com provided the barrels. Price depends on availability of used barrels. 

 

Modifications (find a welder) 

The best way to modify the top and the base of the 85-gallon barrel is with the help of a 

welder. Spaced the small holes evenly around the base of the 85-gallon barrel  for even 

airflow and burn, but the design is up to you. I went with the Charlie Brown. 

               

http://www.maxicontainer.com/
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Assembling the Burner 

 Pack the 55-gallon barrel with small or split logs 3-5 inches in diameter (hardwood is 

best). Pack the barrel tight, but with space between the pieces for more surface 

area. Untreated lumber can be used but do not stack the pieces side by side). 

Optional: Elevate the 55-gallon barrel on top of a few cinder blocks before packing. 

 Place the 85-gallon barrel over the top of the 55 gallon barrel (best with two people). 

Hold the inner barrel against the side of the larger one while turning them back over. 

 Hold the top rim of the inner barrel against the inside of the larger barrel while 

turning! If there is any space between the lip of the inner barrel and the bottom of 

the outer barrel the wood will fall down and prevent a tight seal. It’s not airtight, but 

if there is too much space it won’t build the pressure we need either. 

 The inner barrel, filled with the fuel, should be upside down inside of the larger 

barrel. Then pack the space in between the smaller and larger barrel with medium 

sized hard wood, small branches, and kindling evenly distributed. 

 Packing the space between the barrels evenly is very important. Air flow is also 

important, so that the fire can spread evenly around the barrel. Use long sticks that 

can run the length of the space top to bottom, and fill the space between these sticks 

with kindling and other small branches. Pack it full but not too tight. 

 Make sure that some of the branches are large enough to burn slow and provide 

coals. Here is where the most trial and error will occur. 

Lighting The Burner 

 Light the kindling in several places around the top of the outer barrel. An even burn 

around the barrel is important. Once the fire is established, place the cover over the 

top and place the ring around the top. 

 Place the 6-8 inch duct reducer over the hole in the top of the lid, and place the stack 

in the reducer. Optional: permanently attach the reducer to the top of the lid—but it 

works just find to hold it in place with a few bricks. 

 If you have successfully packed and lit the burner, the inner barrel should begin to 

give off water vapors and gasses around the time the fire in the outer barrel is down 

to coals. You will know you have started the reaction if it seems that the inner barrel 

is under pressure—you will actually hear and see the gas leaking from between the 

barrels and fueling the coals. 

 Let the barrel finish burning completely and cool down. This may take a few hours, 

err on the side of caution and allow it to cool completely! If you open the barrel too 

soon, it’s possible that the fuel inside the inner barrel will ignite. If it catches fire and 

burns you no longer have Biochar. 

*This presentation fills in a gap in my understanding of how to make Biochar, but boy 

is there quite a bit of information I left out. Please visit www.biochar.org.uk and 

www.350.org/en/sequester-carbon-biochar. Feel free to contact me at 

lucas@projectgrowgardens.org any time! 

http://www.biochar.org.uk/
http://www.350.org/en/sequester-carbon-biochar

