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Short Report: Effects of BarrelBloom (50/50 
Oak Whiskey Barrel Biochar + Tennessee  
Worm Castings) as a Soil Conditioner in 
Hard-Packed Tennessee Clay for Lavender 
Fields 
Developed by Angela “Gigi” de Lugo of Gigi’s 
Lavender and founder of TLx The Lavender 
Exchange, BarrelBloom is a pioneering 50/50 
blend of biochar produced from used Jack 
Daniel’s oak whiskey barrels (sourced locally in 
Tennessee) and high-quality Tennessee worm 
castings. This custom soil conditioner targets the 
challenges of hard-packed Tennessee clay soils, 
which are notorious for poor drainage, 
compaction, and root rot risk in lavender—a 
Mediterranean herb that demands excellent 
aeration, fast drainage, and lean conditions to 
thrive and produce fragrant blooms. 
 
De Lugo incorporates BarrelBloom into the 

sub-soil layer beneath newly formed raised mounds before planting lavender, and applies it as a 
top-dressing on existing mounds to improve the critical interface where the mound meets the 
underlying hard clay. This dual-use approach aims to create better-draining, looser soil 
conditions without disturbing shallow lavender roots. 
 
Short-Term Effects (Weeks to First Growing Season) 
Rapid improvement in drainage and aeration. The porous biochar structure immediately creates 
air pockets and channels in dense clay, reducing bulk density and allowing water to infiltrate 
faster. Worm castings introduce beneficial microbes and gentle, slow-release nutrients right 
away. Users and general trials of similar 50/50 mixes report noticeable drainage enhancement 
within 4–6 weeks (or even 48 hours after incorporation and watering). 
Microbial boost and early root support: The “charged” blend (biochar acting as a microbial 
habitat inoculated by worm castings) accelerates biological activity at the mound-subsoil 
interface. This helps new lavender plants establish stronger roots in the first season, with reduced 
risk of waterlogging during Tennessee’s humid summers or heavy rains. 
Plant vigor without over-fertilization: Lavender stays healthy and lean; the mix avoids the 
excess nitrogen that can cause leggy growth or disease. Early observations from de Lugo’s 
experiments noted improved soil workability and “silty” texture right at the clay interface, 
leading to happier plants and better drought resilience once established. 
 Long-Term Effects (1–5+ Years and Beyond) 
Persistent soil structure transformation: Biochar is highly stable and remains in the soil for 
centuries, continuously improving aggregation, porosity, and resistance to recompaction in clay. 
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Over time, it raises soil organic carbon, slightly buffers pH (often beneficial in TN clay), and 
creates a lasting “reef” for microbes and fungi, enhancing overall soil biology. 
Sustained drainage and nutrient cycling: The worm castings’ biology synergizes with biochar’s 
high cation exchange capacity (CEC), locking in nutrients and moisture without sogginess. This 
results in stronger, more fragrant lavender, reduced root rot, and lower maintenance (fewer 
waterings or replacements). De Lugo emphasizes the long-term benefits, drawing from the 
“Barrel Man’s” 5+ years of biochar testing on his farm, where treated areas showed ongoing soil 
health gains. 
Carbon sequestration and resilience: BarrelBloom builds a more forgiving soil profile that 
withstands Tennessee’s variable weather (drought, ice storms, heavy rain), supporting healthier 
lavender fields for decades with minimal reapplication (typically 1–2 times per year for 
top-dressing). 
Overall, BarrelBloom offers a targeted, locally sourced solution tailored to Southern lavender 
farming. Short-term gains focus on quick drainage and establishment for new or struggling 
fields, while long-term advantages deliver stable, self-improving soil that aligns perfectly with 
lavender’s needs. As a new product (first R&D batches released in spring 2026), formal multi-year 
trial data is still emerging, but de Lugo’s on-farm experiments and the scientific foundation of 
biochar + worm castings strongly support its promise for transforming Tennessee clay into 
productive lavender soil. For best results, follow her timing (early spring or post-bloom) and 
application guidelines to keep crowns dry and avoid over-application. 

 
 

"I believe one of the greatest challenges in sustaining a mature lavender field or garden in 
Tennessee — especially once plants reach three years and older — is that their expanding root 
systems eventually hit the hard-packed clay subsoil beneath the mounds. Over time, the mounds 
settle, bringing the roots even closer to that poor native soil. 
Ten years ago, when I first decided to grow lavender in the South, I heard countless stories and 
warnings about fields that thrived beautifully for several years… only to suddenly decline and fail. 
Those cautionary tales stayed with me. 
Then, in 2022, I began my deep dive into biochar. It felt like a light at the end of a very long tunnel. 
That light wasn’t a train — it was Kevin, “the Barrel Man.” Our connection sparked a true 
breakthrough, both for me as a lifelong soil geek and for lavender growers across the South. 

 
The result is BarrelBloom." 

~ Gigi de Lugo, Founder of TLx, creator of BarrelBloom 
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