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     Dedicated to the fire-makers, fire-tenders, and
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  CARRYING COALS




  I think often of the before times




  When we roamed in




  Small bands and fire




  Was our constant companion.




  Of those diligent keepers




  Who, though the wind and rain




  Was indifferent




  And the prowling uncertainties




  Lurked always in the darkness




  And at times even




  The dream of warmth




  Seemed forbidden,




  Carried with them




  That little glow,




  Tenderly wrapped in a nest




  Of barks and mosses,




  Just waiting for




  That steady hand,




  That patient breath,




  To bring us back to life.




  —Quinn Bailey
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    INTRODUCTION




   AN ANCIENT SKILL AND ART




  I’ve got an embarrassing confession to share: I used to think that everybody just knew how to make fire.




  I’d spent more than two decades teaching survival skills to people of all ages and walks of life, and I thought I’d seen it all. But then two men who’d hired me to teach a custom survival-skills class surprised me. In an attempt to start a fire, they sat holding a lighter to a single, full-sized log.




  I didn’t quite know what to do or say. I had seen this kind of behavior with kids before, but never with adults. I didn’t want to embarrass these guys, but I was flabbergasted that these two gentlemen had no idea that you couldn’t start a fire simply by lighting a large chunk of wood on fire with a lighter or matches.




  After an awkward pause, I gently showed these two guys how to gather soft, light, dry, fuzzy material for tinder and add in small, lightweight twigs for mini kindling. We started a small fire with those materials, and after billeting some bigger wood with our knives, we soon had quite the blaze going. Eventually we did add some larger chunks of wood to keep the lit fire roaring. We enjoyed the warmth radiating from the fire, listening quietly to the crackle of the flame and feeling its protection against the cold dampness sinking in from the rain nearby. Eventually we cooked some apples, bananas, and sausages on the coals from the wood after the flame had died down. What had started as an awkward moment turned into a real opportunity for learning. The book you are reading may have been born on that day.




  Later, after working with more adults from the general population, I realized that what happened that day with those two men is actually fairly common. In fact, a lot of people (potentially a vast majority) now grow up unaware of basic outdoor living skills. And I’m not talking about sophisticated survival skills, such as how to get a fire going under hard conditions without a source of ignition brought with you, or how to build a snow shelter in a blizzard. I’m talking about how to build a simple fire without dowsing it with a gallon of gasoline, or how to operate a woodstove, or how to use a fireplace without filling the house with smoke.




  It became apparent to me: In this modern life, we have lost touch with the ancient art of making fire.




  Fire kept our ancestors alive. It was part of what made them human. Fire helped them cook food; it kept them warm during the winter; it may have helped them survive when they were lost or separated from their village; and it helped them make many of the other tools and technologies they needed to live and thrive. If it weren’t for fire, neither you nor I would be here. We wouldn’t be human beings without the influence of fire as one of our earliest and most powerful technologies (as recounted in myths around the world).




  The book you are reading attempts to rectify our loss of connection.




  This lost connection with fire is a relatively new development in human history. As recently as just a few generations ago, most people knew how to make fire. Fire was still needed to heat houses with woodburning stoves and fireplaces. Fire was used for cooking, camping, and hunting. But the influx of modern technology throughout the developed world eroded our connection, and as new technologies, like auto-programmed heating systems and gas-burning stoves with turn-of-the-button ignition, entered our homes, the essential skill of learning to create fire took a backseat.




  What happens when we lose this connection? What are we missing out on when we no longer have the opportunity to gather around a rich, warm, deep blaze? What happens to our minds, emotions, and psyche when the glow and warmth of fire is replaced by the blue-white glow of a screen? There’s an opportunity for us all here—an opportunity to reestablish or save our relationship with this most basic element. And who knows what might happen? Perhaps reigniting this ancient skill and element might stoke the inner fire within each of us. By gathering wood, lighting a fire, cooking food over it with friends and family, we might find something that is lacking in our modern world—connection, remembrance, and a feeling of being truly human.




  This book is designed to be a useful and easy guide to help you redis-cover and reinvigorate the art of making fire. Helpful for hikers, campers, families, and outdoor enthusiast alike, it is also full of useful information in the unlikely event of a survival emergency. Since fire is more important than simply supplying warmth and cooking food, I’ve broken down this book into parts for a deeper dive. We will start by looking at the culture and history of fire—discovering the role it has played and why it is essential to us as human beings. The following chapters will break down the core components of making a fire. We will go deeply into the how-to of fire—learning different ways of making fire, how to make fire under a variety of conditions, and how to make fire a part of your life for fun, recreation, heating, and survival. All the key components and techniques of making fire will be shared along with easy ways to make them happen in your life. Finally, we will go on a journey across the bioregions of the United States. Specific plant species for each region that are useful and helpful for making fire will be presented. Essentially, you will be prepared to make fire almost anywhere in the country. Finally, we will wrap up with information on how to practice, integrate, and hopefully master the skills and art of making fire that will lead you into a lifelong journey and relationship with a master teacher: fire itself.




  My hope is that this book serves both as an inspiration and a guide, and even becomes like an old friend for you on this journey. I am certainly thankful for my own teachers, mentors, and guides who awakened my own relationship with fire. May this book awaken your own fire, both inner and outer.
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  HUMANS AND FIRE




  Prometheus stole it from Zeus as a favor to humankind. Coyote snuck up a mountain and dodged two giant, hairy monsters to steal a bit and bring it down. Rainbow Crow flew all the way to the sun and burned away its beautiful rainbow plumage to bring some back. Maui, the hero demigod of Polynesia, pursued the alae, or mudhen, to learn the secrets of fire it held in order to share the power of cooking and warmth with all people. Some of our most ancient myths revolve around the mystery, magic, and origin of fire.




  Clearly to our most ancient ancestors fire was important, and it’s no wonder that they attributed hero stories to its origins. What a gift! Fire brought light, warmth, heat, and the ability to cook food and later to create all sorts of new technology. A strong argument can be made that fire was the first form of energy technology ever used by humans, and that all our other energy technologies developed after this first “mastery of the elements.”




  There’s no definitive answer, but according to current estimates, our ancient ancestors starting using fire as long ago as 1 million years. We probably started to harness and use fire to help obtain food (by setting wildfires to corral animals) and possibly to help cook food. In fact, we started using fire before we had evolved into modern-day humans. Our predecessors, Homo erectus, were the first to start consistently using fire, and it is likely that Homo erectus turned into Homo sapiens and eventually “anatomically modern humans” (sometimes called Homo sapiens sapiens) because of fire.
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  How is all this possible?




  There’s compelling evidence that our ancestral predecessors used fire to cook food. Our ancestors before Homo erectus had a tooth arrangement that looks a lot more like other primates and apes, which evolved due to their regular diet. This means that these ancestors ate a lot more fruits and simple vegetables. As evolution continued, our Homo erectus ancestors’ molars shrank and their canines became more prominent. By current understanding, what this means is that they had more meat in their diet—thus the need for sharper teeth for tearing and grinding—as well as more starchy vegetables, such as roots and tubers (which require cooking to be completely digested). Essentially, the creation of fire gave these ancestors access to a lot more food and different kinds of food—foods that could now be cooked to be digestible. In fact, fire allowed these ancestors to preserve meat and other foods to be eaten over time. Cooking over a fire was one of the most ancient human uses of fire, and it’s pretty amazing that it still happens around the world today.




  But fire gave us a lot more than extra calories and the ability to store food longer. The same things that we value fire for today were highly valued by our ancestors as well. For instance, one of the key things that draws people to fire is its warmth. Of course, being too close to fire can burn and cause damage, but if we are the right distance away fire can warm us and our loved ones, and help us live through temperature fluctuations. Fire may have helped improve infant mortality rates by keeping children warmer, especially through the vulnerable first couple years of life. In fact, fire allowed humanity to spread out of tropical and subtropical regions to much cooler areas north and south of the equator. Fire allowed us to literally move and live in other parts of the world.




  Not only did fire keep us warm and allow us to live in cooler environments, it also helped us survive through the night better. While humans have pretty decent night vision and aren’t nearly as helpless as we might imagine, we are still at a disadvantage compared with nocturnal animals. And don’t forget that in the earliest days, humanity was surrounded by way more animals and predators than we are accustomed to now. While other animals instinctually avoid fire, as their primary experience with it is wildfires, which are inherently dangerous, our ancestors actually used fire to keep these predators at bay, especially at night.




  But perhaps fire’s biggest impact on human evolution is how, through our circling around its warmth and light, it allowed humans more time to develop communication and culture, social bonding, and even technology at night. It’s important to remember that in equatorial regions there is consistently twelve hours of darkness every night. For protohumans and early humanity, this time was mostly used to stay safe, rest, sleep, and huddle together (except perhaps on full moon nights). But based on how we still respond around campfires in the evening, it’s not too hard to imagine that at some point we started to have more time together for developing culture through song, dance, and storytelling. We also had more hours to work on projects such as stonework, making clothes and medicine, and processing food. Some anthropologists believe that fire’s central place in our lives in humankind’s early history had a profound effect on what we now think of as human culture.




  While it’s easy to see fire as its own form of technology (after all, it is a form of somewhat controllable energy that can be harnessed for a variety of uses), it’s not as obvious that fire helped us with many other technologies. The most well-known is, of course, evolved cooking skills, including food technologies that might not be obvious. For instance, fire allowed us to smoke and dry meat, and probably other foods as well, which prevented them from spoiling and allowed us to have stored calories that could help us survive through lean times.




  Fire was also used to alter, strengthen, and improve some of our earliest wooden tools. Fire-hardening is a process where wood is held over the top of a fire while gently turning it and preventing it from charring. Doing this with a wooden spear point or arrow point greatly enhances the hardness of the wood and prevents it from splintering easily. There’s compelling evidence of protohumans making fire-hardened spears as long ago as 400,000 years.




  Similarly, when stone tools—such as projectile points (spear or arrowhead), stone knives, and scrapers and awls—are heated in a fire, they become much easier to fracture and flake. This greatly increases the ability to make useful, more durable stone tools. In fact, some anthropologists believe that this skill in heat-treating stone allowed humans to develop the first bow and arrow, a technological leap over spears and spear-throwers.




  All of these ways of using fire are collectively known as pyrotechnology, and they were a huge help in allowing our ancestors to survive and thrive, to explore new areas, and eventually to migrate to different areas. Neanderthals also used pyrotechnology. Until recently, it was thought that only humans and our progenitors used fire as a tool. Humans and our ancestors are certainly the main users of pyrotechnology, but biologists in Australia have made a startling discovery regarding birds and pyrotechnology.




  Around the world there is a curious linkage in our collective mythology between birds and fire. This can be seen in the stories mentioned earlier about Rainbow Crow flying up to the sun to catch a stick on fire to bring fire to the people or of Raven stealing the sun (the ultimate source of fire, light, and heat), but there are other examples as well. For instance, there is the tale of the mythical Phoenix, a concept originally from ancient Egypt that spread elsewhere, which tells of a bird that is continually regenerated by fire. In Russia, there are stories of a magical Firebird that appears in folktales. In China, there is the Crimson Bird that lives in the South and is one of the four mythic guardians of the directions and the elements. It’s associated with the element of fire. Finally, in Japan there are the Fire Crows or Sun Crows, red crows with three legs, associated with the sun and fire.




  While this could just be coincidence or a hint at some original human universal culture, the truth may be even more astounding. Wildlife biologists in Australia have now witnessed and documented clear examples of raptors (birds of prey) actively using and spreading wildfire to flush out prey. The birds were even seen picking up burning branches and spreading wildfire to other grassy areas! They are using fire to hunt, and they are using fire as a tool.




  Perhaps more wondrous is that this directly parallels local stories, myths, and legends of birds bringing and using torches of fire in indigenous Australian culture. In fact, these ancient legends are enacted in a ritualized fashion to honor the history of fire.




  All this brings up the intriguing possibility that perhaps these ancient myths of birds bringing fire are rooted in actual facts and events. And it even suggests that ancient protohumans could have learned to use fire by watching and observing what the birds were doing!
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  While it’s easy to see how influential and important fire was in humanity’s earliest days, we often overlook the role it has played throughout the rest of human history. Even today, there are plenty of places around the globe where the primary way that people cook their food and heat their homes is through fire. The importance and cultural significance of fire didn’t significantly decrease until the very modern era. In fact, if we peel back a layer on some of our modern cultural veneer, we can see the role fire has played in several key aspects of life: religious ceremonies, food, and protection.




  For many of the most ancient religious traditions of the world, fire played (and sometimes still plays) an incredibly important role. Fire was often seen as a divine force that was personified as deities such as Agni in India, Brigid in ancient Ireland, Vulcan from the Romans, or Pele from Polynesia. If there wasn’t a specific fire god or goddess in a tradition, fire could simply be seen as a manifestation of the divine. After all, Moses received the Ten Commandments during his experience of the divine in the form of a burning bush.




  The Vedas are some of the world’s oldest known religious texts (at least 3,000 years old), and they contain specific descriptions of fire ceremonies known as Pujas or Homa. In India and in Hindu communities around the world, specific Pujas are still held by Hindu families and Brahmins on a frequent basis. A fire is made and offerings are given to the fire in the form of food and aromatic oils and woods, then chants are recited over and to the flames. These are held at specific times during the month, often at sunrise and sunset during exact points in the lunar cycle or based on other astrological calculations. Pujas also are used to commemorate birth, marriage, and of course death. In fact, cremation is one of the most widely practiced death rituals in the world.




  Zoroastrianism, a precursor to the monotheistic traditions of the Middle East, was built on the core beliefs of one divine god, a messiah-like figure, sacred texts, a concept of heaven and hell, and the power of both fire and water. Scholars consider it to be an influence on Judaism, Greek philosophy, Christianity, Islam, and possibly even Buddhism. Fire is considered a purifying force, and both prayer and ceremony are centered around fire in this tradition. In fact, Zoroastrianism may have been the first religious tradition to keep an eternal flame—a fire that is never extinguished and is tended by religious specialists.




  To this day, the practice of tending an eternal flame, either with natural gas or organic materials, is practiced in over fifty-one countries and on most continents. Modern eternal flames often serve as memorials to lost leaders, fallen soldiers, or historically significant sites.




  The Kalahari Bushmen (also known as the San or Naro people) belong to one of the oldest cultures on the planet—as old as 60,000 years. Fire is central to Bushmen religious ceremony. To this day, the elders in Bushmen society (both men and women) hold sacred trance-dances around a central fire. These dances often go on all night and involve singing, clapping, dancing, and moving like animals around a fire, and the whole community participates. The dances provide healing, smooth out community relationships, and serve as the primary way that the Bushmen connect to god or the divine.




  There is pretty compelling evidence that the oldest spiritual ceremony is dancing and singing around a fire in community.




  These traditions continue in new and innovative forms even today. For instance, in the Native American church (a complex blend of several different traditions, with some branches having a strong Christian influence), one of the main parts of a typical religious ceremony is staying up all night with a fire. There are two main conductors of the ceremony, one of whom is often dubbed “the Fireman.” The Fireman tends the fire all night, making sure it burns cleanly, and it is their job to continually rake the coals together. In some versions of the core ceremony, the coals are used toward the end of the night as a source for scrying, or looking for portents and symbols. Predictions, insights, and reflections emerge from what is left of the fire and often serve as a key source of meaning for participants.




  Fire is combined with water to produce a healing steam in many healing and spiritual systems. The most well-known of these traditions is the sweat lodge used extensively by Native peoples in North America as a place for healing, prayer, ceremony, and vitality. The folk traditions of the sauna from northern Europe and parts of Russia play a similar role historically and to this day in remote areas.
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   Fire kept our ancient ancestors safe from predators at night, but that’s only a small part of humankind’s relationship with fire.




  Fire was the main source of heat for most of human history. In fact, besides the sun, fire has been our only source of heat for most of human history. Before fire, it was almost impossible for our predecessors to live in cold climates at all. Fire made it possible for our ancestors to journey into the frosty and snowy climates in the far northern and southern hemispheres. Fire was the original thermal technology that kept us alive in the cold. It still does this around the world today. In areas without electricity, fire or another form of combustion is a main heat source. Many households in remote parts of northern China are still built around an enormous clay hearth called a kang. It is fired with coal, wood, or other combustibles, and it keeps people warm all night long. A typical version takes up one-half to one-third of the space of a room, though other versions take up the whole floor and use a complicated system of flues to heat the entire floor and direct smoke outside. Recent evidence indicates that this style of stove and heater has been used for at least 7,000 years. To this day, people sleep, socialize, and cook around this central fire vessel.




  A similar practice still happens today in parts of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. Russian-style stoves are also built out of clay or stone and fed with wood. The stove serves as a place to cook or bake certain foods and simultaneously heats the house (a slow, deep, penetrating heat that takes a long time to bring up to temperature). People may sleep on top of the stove or near it as their primary form of heat. While the house is being heated against the cold Russian winter, the occupants can make porridge, bake pies, and slow-roast or smoke meats.




  Most of the energy technology we have used throughout history is fire based. While our computers don’t run directly off a fire in a woodstove, they run on electricity generated by the combustion of coal, oil, and natural gas. Almost all fossil fuel–based energy technology basically involves burning resources to produce heat that then is either used directly or converted into electricity or mechanical force. Fire and combustion are the basis for most of today’s energy technologies. Greener forms of energy production like wind, water, and solar are departures from fire-based power. Both nuclear and geothermal energy, though, are close variations on fire technology.
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