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OCN accredited training    

FIRELIGHTING

Having chosen your site, the first step towards a successful fire is gathering the right fuel. This activity gives the young people an opportunity to move away from the group leaders and work independently choosing and sorting their sticks. The whole process of building and lighting a fire enables the young people in the group to practice their large and fine motor skills and provides them with instant gratification and a sense of achievement as the fire grows before them. Fire is also a potentially dangerous thing, so to entrust an individual with the responsibility for building and lighting a fire can be a huge boost to their self esteem. It is therefore important to ensure that all the elements are in place to maximize their chances of success. 

To begin with, twigs the thickness of a matchstick are used to enable the flame from the tinder (usually newspaper) to grow and establish itself. The next twigs required are of pencil thickness, followed by thumb thickness and finally up to wrist thickness depending on the purpose and size of fire required.
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Plenty of extra fine (match thick), and fine kindling used to establish flame from tinder. Dry and brittle, standing dead holly and pine are good woods to use.

Kindling of pencil thickness, brittle and dry. Good for controlling the heat of a small cooking fire.

Thumb thickness – this is the beginnings of the fire proper.

Normally the largest fuel required being of up to wrist thickness. Anything larger is best left to overnight camps.

Remember: It is important to gather all the fuel you need in enough quantity to create an established fire before you light it. Kindling will burn away very quickly and any flame will probably have gone out by the time you return with the next size of fuel.

Fuel is best collected as standing dead wood, that is wood that is dead but still attached to the tree on which it grew. Suitable wood can also often be found caught up in the branches of neighbouring trees. Wood found in these ways is best because it has not come into contact with the ground and is more likely to be dry.

BUILDING THE FIRE 

For a fire to burn successfully three things are required- FUEL, OXYGEN and HEAT. These three elements together are commonly known as the fire triangle. Remove any one of these elements and your fire will go out or will not light in the first place. It is therefore important, especially in the initial stages, to protect your fire from the wind and from the dampness of the ground. To do this you can either shield your fire by using your body, or more practically by lighting it within the shelter of a log framed fire pit. To insulate the fire from the ground construct a small platform of dry sticks (about thumb thickness) and build your fire on top of this. As the fire establishes itself this will burn and provide a good heart of embers.

Next, create a ‘nest’ of loosely rolled balls of newspaper on top of the platform. On top of this lay a criss cross waffle pattern of match thin twigs. Taking a match light the paper at its base and allow the flame to rise and ignite the twigs. Once the twigs are well alight and burning in sufficient quantity, twigs of pencil thickness can be added to the fire either in a loose bundle or by continuing to build the waffle pattern. Once these are well alight sticks of thumb thickness can be added one at a time. This should be done gradually and they should be placed over flame which appears as the lower layers of twigs are burnt away. Finally larger fuel can be added gradually if required. However care should always be taken not to overload the fire with fuel as this will smother it.

FIREWOOD

It is generally accepted by most people that any wood will burn. However some types of wood will burn considerably better than others and are therefore more suitable to particular types of fire.

Softwoods: These are best for establishing the fire and for producing the maximum amount of heat in the shortest amount of time. For this reason they are best used for boiling water or for fast cooking. The disadvantages of soft woods are that they burn quickly, tend to spit or produce sparks and once burned leave mostly ash with very few embers in the fire pit to cook on.

Some examples of softwoods are: Ash, pine, apple, holly and hazel.

Holly and pine make excellent kindling while ash has the unique advantage that it burns just as well whether dead or newly felled. Apple is a favourite for flavouring food cooked over the open fire.

Hardwoods: These woods burn more slowly and evenly and are best for long lasting fires and for roasting food. Because they are denser than the softwoods they don’t tend to spit or spark and they produce large coal like embers for slow cooking.

Some examples of hardwoods are: Oak, beech, birch, maple, and sycamore.

Woods to avoid: Alder, chestnut and poplar burn very poorly and tend to do little more than smolder. They are therefore best avoided altogether.

TINDER

Newspaper is as an item that should normally be included in the fire lighting kit carried by Forest School Leaders. This would normally be used as the tinder for your fire due to the ease with which it will take a flame. However, in an emergency there are many other natural sources of tinder available. These include paper thin birch bark, dry dead holly leaves, dead bracken, wood shavings and dry dead grass, all of which will ignite from a match.

TIPS

Site your fire carefully; avoid tree roots, peaty soil, rough ground etc.

Don’t light in windy or tinder dry conditions.

Have at least 1.5m between surround and seating logs.

Never leave the fire unattended.

Fix surround and seating to avoid accidents.

Have water available to extinguish the fire.

Have a bucket full of fresh water with a soaked bath towel to use as a fire blanket or hang a fire blanket near the fire.

Never use rocks as a fire base or fire surround
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