
 

 

Title: Pringles rocket 

 

Introduction: This demonstration is a methane rocket. The idea is to demonstrate combustion and 

the explosive range of a gas. The gas used must be METHANE and NOT propane or butane. 

 
HEALTH & SAFETY: Do not light the plastic lid of the pringles can, ensure when lighting that you have 

inverted the can and the metal base of the can is facing upwards. 

 
 
 
Apparatus:      

 Empty Pringles can 

 Large nail 

 Tripod 

 Parafilm 

 Sellotape ® 

 Length of rubber tubing for gas delivery 
 
 
 
 

Chemicals:   

 Methane gas  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Before the demonstration – preparation: 
 

1. With a nail, make a hole in centre of the metal bottom of a Pringles can, approximately 5-

10mm in diameter.  

2. With a stopper borer/nail, make another hole the size of a pencil (approx. 5-10mm) in the 

centre of the plastic lid. 

3. Place a finger or a piece of tape over the hole in the base of the upside-down can. Then 

insert the delivery tubing into the can, this can either go into the base hole in the metal or 

through a partially-opened lid. Flush the can with methane for at least one minute to ensure 

there is no air remaining inside. Keeping the finger or piece of tape on the can, turn off the 

source of gas and remove the tubing ensuring that the lid is securely closed. If you want to 

hold this for a few hours place sellotape® over both holes and parafilm around the lid. 

  



 

 

Procedure:  

1. If you have sealed any part of the Pringles can with parafilm remove all of it.  
2. Pull off the sellotape on the bottom first as methane is less dense than air it will remain in 

the tin.  
3. Place the tin on a tripod. The tin should be upside down with the hole in the plastic lid on 

the bottom and the hole in the metal base on top.  
4. Once you are ready to light the hole at the metal base remove the sellotape at the top and 

light the gas coming out of the hole at the metal base. 
5. The gas coming out of the top hole should then be immediately lit. 
6. The escaping gas will initially burn with a yellow flame. Over tens of seconds, this flame will 

shrink and become bluer as air is drawn in through the hole in the lid. The flame may even 
appear to go out but you should not approach the can; some combinations of can and hole 
size can take a number of minutes to work. Eventually, the gas mixture in the can will ignite 
causing a pop as the lid flies off. The can will jump 20–30 cm into the air. 

 

 

Explain how this demonstration works:  

Methane is lighter than air 

Initially the fuel can only burn above the hole in the can where it mixes with air and undergoes 
incomplete combustion as the mixture is very fuel-rich. This explains the yellow flame seen at first. 
The yellow comprises of incandescent soot particles. As the methane escapes and burns out of the 
top hole, air is drawn in to replace it through the bottom hole.  

For this reason, denser fuel gases such as propane or butane will not work with these demonstrations. 
The colour of the flame becomes bluer as it becomes more oxygen rich and illustrates more efficient 
combustion and shrinks towards the hole as less mixing with the air outside of the can is required to 
achieve a flammable ratio.  

Eventually the mixture inside the can becomes flammable and the remaining fuel is able to burn, 
causing the explosion. 

CH4 + 2O2 --> CO2 + 2H2O 

There is a property of gases and vapours which relates to their explosivity. Each gas and vapour has a 
lower explosion limit ‘LEL’ and an upper explosive limit ‘UEL’. These limits for methane are between 
5% v/v and 15% v/v and within these limits you will get an explosion.  

 

Tips:  

When sealing the holes fold the sellotape ® over into a tab to aid with release. 

 
 


