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Alternative cooking devices and methods will be covered in this article. There are many alternatives to 
the electric or gas range and oven that we use every day for cooking the foods that we eat.  A single 
alternative method will probably not be satisfactory to address all of our needs in all situations so 
combination of some of these alternative methods would probably be required for acceptable results. 
Each method and device has positive attributes but usually some drawbacks also with the main criteria 
being cost and convenience of use. As in any situation, we usually have to deal with a compromise in 
order to get reasonable results. I will try to cover a broad range of alternative cooking devices and fuels 
and hopefully provide the reader with a few ideas that can be adapted to their particular situation. 
 
Cooking is far more important than most people realize. It makes food much more digestible and kills 
numerous disease causing organisms. It will become much more important in an emergency situation 
where food of questionable quality and less than ideal storage conditions make the condition of the 
food we eat somewhat questionable. Commercial pre-prepared foods go through several “kill steps” in 
order to make sure that the final product is acceptable. This usually means that the temperature has to 
be above 160°F for at least a few minutes in order to kill any organisms that may have been introduced 
up to that point. Food handling equipment must also be cleaned and inspected regularly in order to 
make sure that the quality the food is not affected. We should be no less diligent in making sure food is 
properly cooked during an emergency situation. The health and comfort of our families and even overall 
survival will depend on it. 
 

Fireplaces 
 
Many homes are equipped with a fireplace or fireplace inserts that make alternative cooking relatively 
easy and convenient. A wood or coal fired fireplace or insert with a cooking surface can be a great asset 
in emergency situations. Although the fireplace may be designed primarily for space heating it can also 
function as a convenient cooking location. The drawbacks would include the fact that fireplace or insert 
must be fired with a significant amount of fuel in order to heat the fireplace or insert itself. There also 
may be times during warm weather when it would be uncomfortable to use the fireplace insert for 
cooking. The cost of retrofitting a house with a fireplace or wood-fired stove can also be prohibitive. This 
is a feature that should be considered when buying or building a house. An existing fireplace without 
cooking surface can be retrofitted with an insert for a reasonable cost that makes a great cooking area. 
Many inserts are designed for cooking with a horizontal surface immediately above the firebox with one 
sheet of steel that becomes very hot when the stove is being used. Cooking is very convenient when the 
stove is already being used to heat the house. 
 

Earth Ovens 
 
The earth type ovens that are used in much of the less developed areas of the world are also a good 
alternative.  They can be constructed using local soils or clays and can be relatively efficient.  They 
consist of a large amount of clay formed into a mound with a cavity in the middle and a chimney for flue 
gases and an opening on the side for adding fuel and for combustion air.  The interior can be lined with 
brick or tile to add some strength to the cavity.  Solid fuel such as wood or charcoal is added to the 
interior cavity and ignited and the fire is allowed to burn until all of the fuel is consumed and the oven is 
heated to operating temperatures.  The cooking container is then placed in the oven and the chimney 
and side access are blocked with wood or steel plugs.  The food is cooked with the heat contained in the 
mass of the oven.  These ovens can actually be used for cooking for several days with the heat remaining 
in the oven before another fire must be used to re-heat the oven.  Please see the attached pictures of an 
example of an earth oven. 



 

Wood Camping Stove 
 
A small wood-fired camping stove might also be considered for cooking outside when the weather is 
warmer and the house does not need to be heated. Many small stoves are available for less than a few 
hundred dollars. These small stoves can be used on a patio in the backyard without any substantial 
alteration. Everyone is familiar with small charcoal type stoves where either wood or charcoal fuels may 
be used. These stoves cannot be used inside the house because of the substantial amount of carbon 
monoxide that they produce and it may be uncomfortable to use them outside when the weather is 
poor such as with high winds but most of time they could be used in emergency situation in an open 
patio or covered area. It is suggested that wood or charcoal stoves not be used in an attached garage 
because of the possibility of carbon monoxide exposure. The effects of carbon monoxide are cumulative 
and exposure to a little bit of carbon monoxide over an extended period can be harmful or fatal. 
 

Charcoal Cooker 
 
The “Green Egg” charcoal cooker is an example of a small stove/oven that would be very convenient for 
everyday use and in emergency situations.  The stove has a ceramic body so it insulates fairly well and 
has a tight fitting lid and closeable vent so the rate of burn and thereby temperature can be controlled.  
There is a temperature gauge to indicate the inside temperature.  The vents can be closed when cooking 
is completed and the charcoal or wood fuel inside the unit can be conserved since combustion will cease 
when the supply of oxygen is interrupted.  It should be emphasized that charcoal fuels should be stored 
in a sealed container since the fuel will tend to absorb moisture and become harder to start and the 
overall fuel value will deteriorate. 
 
Rocket Stove 
 
One of the best but least expensive small stoves that can be used outdoors is called the rocket stove. 
The stove consists of a small firebox area that is insulated with relatively lightweight ceramic material 
and there is a chimney leading up to cooking surface on top with a relatively large open area on the side 
for combustion air. There is a surface on top with some small supports to hold the pan above the 
combustion gas channel allowing efficient heating and maintaining a good draft of combustion gasses. 
There is also usually a substantial amount of opening on the side of the stove for feeding solid fuels such 
as large sticks or lumber. The stoves are used in less developed countries to conserve on cooking fuel. 
The stove reduces the fuel required for equivalent heating of a pot or pan by roughly 90% compared to 
an open fire. They are very easy to light because of the low heat load from the stove itself and good 
ventilation. The fuel heats quickly with very little energy lost to the surrounding structure of the stove 
and with plenty of combustion air it can produce a substantial amount of heat in a short period of time. 
A handful of twigs can be used to boil a pot of water in less than 10 minutes with the stove and continue 
heating for 20 to 30 minutes after that with just the coals left inside the stove. A wooden board such as 
a 2X4 can also be used for fuel because of the large firebox opening for longer cooking periods. There is 
a convenient stand for larger boards and sticks to be fed into the stove a little at a time. The bottom of 
the stove does not warm substantially when the stove is being used so it can actually be used on a 
combustible surface, such as a wooden or plastic table. Overall it makes a great alternative heating 
device and convenient camping stove but it must be used in well ventilated areas. The fuel for the stove 
can be very inexpensive with small twigs, leaves, and sticks as fuel along with excess lumber if it is 
available. 
 



Butane/Propane Stove 
 
Small butane and propane stoves have the great advantage of being able to be used inside the house 
while not creating and an excessive amount of heat in the house. They are a very good alternative for 
the gas range because they create the minimal amount of carbon monoxide and can be used on an 
indoor countertop. The major disadvantage of these types of stoves is the cost of the fuel especially with 
the pressurized containers that must be used for butane and propane. The cost can be roughly 10 times 
higher than the equivalent cost for alcohol or kerosene fuel used in other stoves. There are also safety 
considerations because the butane and propane fuels are pressurized and if the containers develop a 
leak a hazardous situation can develop.  Butane and propane are heavier than air and will collect near 
the floor and can actually cause a gas explosion if an ignition source is present. It is suggested that bulk 
containers of butane or propane be stored outside the house in a well ventilated area to eliminate this 
hazard and brought inside the house only when cooking operations are occurring. These stoves can also 
be used outdoors if conditions permit it.  Butane and propane fuels last indefinitely but the small 
cylinders which have elastomeric seals will have a limited shelf life of a few years. The larger cylinders of 
propane with metal to metal seals will last indefinitely under favorable conditions. 
 

Kerosene Stove 
 
Kerosene fueled stoves have been used for many decades for cooking indoors and outdoors. The stoves 
are available at reasonable cost of roughly $100 and the kerosene fuel in bulk containers cost roughly 1 
dollar per pound. The fuel value of kerosene is comparable to butane and propane but usually costs less. 
Kerosene stoves do not burn as clean as small gas stoves and can produce a noticeable amount of soot 
or unburned carbon depending on how the wicks are trimmed. Kerosene fuels should be handled 
outside since is difficult to clean the spill and kerosene does have a noticeable odor. The fuel should last 
indefinitely if protected from oxygen and not contaminated with moisture. Kerosene handling 
equipment such as water repellent filters and appropriate containers are available from the stove 
providers.  St. Paul Mercantile or Lehman’s are good sources. 
 

Alcohol Stove 
 
Alcohol fueled stoves and heaters are also in wide use in and used almost exclusively in ships and boats 
because alcohol flames can be doused with water and the fuel also dissolves quickly in water and will 
not sustain a flame on top of the water. Alcohol stoves can be used indoors and they produce very little 
carbon monoxide when used correctly. Small alcohol stoves and lamps can be manufactured at home or 
purchased at a reasonable cost. An alcohol stove can be as simple as a one-quart paint can with a role of 
toilet paper stuffed inside to be used as a wick. The lid of the container can be placed on the can to 
extinguish the flame and keep the alcohol from evaporating between uses. Alcohol burners were used in 
chemistry labs almost exclusively until natural gas became widely available. Denatured ethanol is 
probably the most popular alcohol fuel and tends to burn very cleanly although methanol and propyl 
alcohols can be used. Alcohol fuels are comparable to kerosene in cost when purchased in larger 
containers.  The fuel will last indefinitely.  The fuel is very clean with minimal odors and will completely 
evaporate if spilled. The fuel will evaporate rather rapidly and can also collect near the floor and can 
create an explosive gas mixture at temperatures above 55°F. Care should be taken to keep the 
containers sealed when not in use. 



Solar Oven 
 
Solar ovens are also very useful under most conditions. All that is required to fuel the ovens is direct 
sunlight which is available a good portion of the time in most climates. A portable oven can heat a small 
container of a few quarts up to 300 to 350°F in a relatively short period of time and hold it there as long 
as sunlight is available. The oven must be directed to the sun and usually has to be adjusted at least 
every half hour to keep the stove pointed at the sun and working properly. The sun oven is a great 
addition to any emergency preparedness effort. 
 

Small Electric Ovens (Powered by Generator) 
 
Small electric appliances can also be used for cooking as an alternative to normal cooking methods. 
Small convection ovens or microwave ovens can heat quickly using a small generator and a minimal 
amount of fuel in that generator for cooking necessary items. The generator can be placed outside the 
home with no concerns about carbon monoxide poisoning and electricity produced by the generator 
used inside the home for cooking small items. The efficiency will be dependent on the size and efficiency 
of the generator and the heating device to be used but this particular means of cooking should not be 
overlooked in emergency situations. It is suggested that one practice with any of these cooking devices 
to determine the actual efficiency and practicality of cooking using these methods. 
 
There are many inverter type generator sets that use a DC generator driven by the engine with an 
internal inverter to produce AC current.  These generators tend to be very fuel efficient since the engine 
can run at lower speeds when the load is relatively small.  Most of the generator sets used in the past 
have an AC generator that must be driven at a specified speed by the engine to keep the frequency of 
the AC current within acceptable limits.  When shopping for a generator set you should consider the 
efficiency, portability, and noise level of the generator which will be come very important factors in 
emergency situations. 
 
I hope the information above has been useful in presenting a few ideas about how to cook when normal 
utilities are not available. As expressed earlier, a combination of these devices and methods should use 
to take care of cooking needs during various situations and conditions. The usefulness, practicality, cost, 
and convenience will be different for each of these devices and methods and will depend on our 
individual situations. Please make a plan and prepare in advance to be able to properly prepare your 
food in times of emergency when many of the conveniences that we are used to may not be available. 
You will be generously rewarded for your efforts. 


