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Larry Dean Olsen’s Outdoor Survival Skills book was my first serious introduction to the world of fire. Through his book, he was my tutor for fire by the bow and drill. Though we had phone conversations, and shared e-mails, when I was the editor of Wilderness Way magazine, I regret that we never met in person. Larry was perhaps the singular individual who kept alive the primitive technologies when no one else was interested.

It is to Larry Dean Olsen, and his memory, that I dedicate this book.
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FOREWORD

BY AL CORNELL

Fire: It’s the main reason we as modern humans are here, and exist as we do today.

For our prehistoric ancestors, it was the center of their lives. Early hominids who learned to use it evolved; those who didn’t, disappeared.

Its importance in prehistoric and early historic times became so recognized that it also became highly “ceremonial.” From Egyptians and Romans to the American Indians of today, the starting of a ceremonial fire signaled the beginning of an important event, be it military or tribal.

In our modern societies we still use fire as the symbol of the initiation of important events, such as the Olympic Games and as eternal flames to show reverence to historical sites and personages like the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and the grave site of President Kennedy, both at Arlington cemetery.

Although fire in the lives of humans today plays hundreds of invaluable roles, these roles have become secondary—all but ignored—as we go about our daily routines. However, fire can quickly become of utmost importance when we find ourselves away from our urban environments and back in nature. Wilderness enthusiasts, such as hikers, hunters, and backpackers, recognize the importance fire represents in a cold-weather survival emergency and will—with the major support of fire—live through such difficult challenges. Fire can become the big “mitigater” when we make life-threatening mistakes in the woods. However, those who venture outdoors and choose to take a cavalier approach toward fire’s potential life-saving role may someday be carried out of a forest in a “deceased” recovery operation.

Therefore the importance of learning all about how to use fire to make the wilderness experience both enjoyable and safe cannot be overstated. The more knowledge and experience modern peoples acquire about fire—especially the prehistoric methods—the more adapted and confident they become about spending time outdoors. Even during times of benign weather, fire makes outdoor life so much more enjoyable, especially with the morning coffee, cooking meals, and the nighttime social fire. And, the experience is further enhanced when the fire is started with, for example, a bow drill, creating an ember, and then with some tinder, slowly blowing that ember in order to give birth to fire.

Learning outdoor skills, such as erecting a shelter, is empowering. But learning to make fire from materials collected in nature is absolutely transforming.

We should all learn these outdoor fire skills: pioneer fire skills, as well as prehistoric fire skills. Armed with this knowledge, we will never be the same. It literally will transform us!

And then, fire forever ties us to our prehistoric ancestry.


ABOUT AL CORNELL:

Cornell was one of the teachers of the author of this book. Cornell, born and raised in Central California, entered the US Army as a Second Lieutenant and became an Army helicopter pilot. He served on active duty for thirty years, spending seventeen years overseas in four Latin American countries and two Asian countries, including two tours in Vietnam as a helicopter pilot. Cornell and spouse retired to Sedona, Arizona, in 1994, and among other volunteer activities, such as Search and Rescue, he teaches a variety of wilderness skills and prehistoric skills, focusing on wilderness safety and preparedness. He and his teaching partner Michael Campbell teach fire-starting for survival several times a year at SAR (Search and Rescue) Basic Training.
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Al Cornell, from left, author Nyerges, and Michael Campbell. (photographer unknown).


INTRODUCTION

I have always been fascinated by fire. As the other frivolous novelties of youth came and went, there was always fire.

As a child, I would sit by the fireplace and watch the flames as they consumed wood. I loved the look, the smell, the sound of fire. Something about its unique qualities captured my attention.

As a young child, I would play with matches and watch each match scratch to a flame, and then I would hold it as long as I could before it would start to burn my fingers and I would blow it out.

As a teen, a campout was not a campout without a fire. It was the central organizing force of any group on any outdoor excursion. We sat around the fire and talked, and sang, and ate, and stared into the dazzling light show that both warmed us and lit our night. We’d even sit around a large campfire in a light rain, because the fire made us so much more comfortable, and would dry us about as quickly as we got wet.

As a young adult, I read about Native Americans of the Plains, and how they were masters of their environment, and I marveled at their ability to eke fire from wood. I knew that to be the masters of your environment, you had to have a broad and intimate knowledge of plants—plants for food, medicine, soap, fiber, and yes, for the tools for making fire.

Eventually, I obtained a copy of Larry Dean Olsen’s Outdoor Survival Skills book from my older brother, and I began to practice making fire with pieces of wood that I collected and shaped into a bow, a drill, and a baseplate. I practiced obsessively, but only produced smoke, and never an ember. After a few hundred attempts, finally, one day I succeeded in creating an ember from my own muscle-power and carefully shaped pieces of wood. I have never forgotten that day. I felt as if I had graduated from some long apprenticeship into the mastery of fire. On that day, when I moved into the black-belt status of fire-making, my life-long study of fire took on a new quality. I was no longer a child playing with fire. I was now a teacher and protector of the sacred fire.

I am not the only one who has been fascinated by fire.

Fire—what it is and what it represents—has figured prominently in various religions, and in their mythoses. This is not surprising when we consider the prominence of fire as a key factor in the very development of what we call civilization. The wide use of fire allowed technologies to arise, which allowed mankind the time and luxury to expand our minds to fuller potentials.

I hope you enjoy this book, and benefit from the many lessons here. I hope this inspires you to see fire as much more than a mundane force of nature. I hope you too recognize fire as the great unifier, the great power, that semi-mysterious force that has helped us to unlock so many of life’s most profound mysteries.
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Nyerges (center at table) conducts a Fire Workshop where all the methods discussed in this book are discussed and practiced. Photo by Rick Adams
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CHAPTER 1

FIRE AT THE VERY ROOT OF CIVILIZATION AND CULTURE

Fire is so basic and fundamental to our daily life that we barely think about it anymore. We believe we’ve mastered it . . . after all, it’s everywhere hidden in plain view in our modern life. It’s in the car that drives us. It’s in the wall heater that warms the home. It’s in the stove that cooks our food, and the food at all restaurants. It’s in the light bulbs that light our world—yes, it is! Its latent force is in the butane lighter that we carry around in our pockets. It’s everywhere.

When you read survival literature and watch survival movies, you’re likely to see the obvious importance of fire. It’s always there.

Fire is one of the most basic necessities of survival. Along with water and oxygen, fire is right up there as part of that Holy Trinity.

In Lord of the Flies, fire was there, playing an obviously important role. In Quest for Fire, fire was the goal to be obtained, though it was a fanciful and historically very inaccurate movie.

As we study ancient civilizations, we realize that when life was very basic, everyone needed food, water, and tools. Fire was always there, to cook the food, to purify the water, to make the tools. The ancient Egyptians drew pictures of their fire tools on their walls, along with every other aspect of their lives, so we know that they used a variation of the bow and drill, which we simply call the Egyptian bow-drill. The Anasazi, who lived in the American desert Southwest, created a culture of adobe and rock cliff homes, irrigation ditches, pottery, fabric, and agriculture. Of course, fire was everywhere—the fragments of drills and hearths are still found in the remote cliff dwellings, as well as evidence of a system of communication by fire.

Fire goes back to the earliest unrecorded lives of the first humans. It’s essential to human life as we know it.

ISHI’S LESSON
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Historical picture of Ishi with his hand drill.

In 1911, an approximately fifty-year-old Native American walked out of the forest into the little town of Oroville, near the foothills of Lassen Peak in Northern California. He had survived in the wild, the last of his tribe, and now he was alone. Once it was clear who this man was, anthropologists came from far and wide to study this living window into the past.

Among other things, he shared his method of making fire, probably the most widely practiced method of friction fire-making throughout world history. The details have been recorded by Theodora Kroeber in Ishi in Two Worlds.

According to Kroeber, “The drill, or upper piece, is an ordinary round stick of a size to fit the hearth socket, about the length of an arrow shaft, but larger at one end. Ishi preferred buckeye for his drills, but sage brush, poison oak, or indeed any fairly hard wood will answer equally well.”
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The best source of historical information about Ishi was recorded in Theodora Kroeber’s Ishi in Two Worlds.

Kroeber describes how Ishi placed various tinders around the notch in the hearth board, and how Ishi squatted when spinning the drill. Ishi had to rapidly spin the drill between his hands, and when his hands came to the bottom of the drill, he had to rapidly bring them up to the top of the drill, and begin spinning again. As Ishi spun, more and more sawdust appeared in the notch.

Kroeber goes on to point out that this process is something that is only mastered by experience, and that great patience and delicate control are required.

TODAY

Technologically, we’ve come a long way from the days of Ishi. Yet, despite all our advances, we are still surrounded by fire. We still need it, for it gives us light, and life, and food, and warmth. Fire is in our stove, though we barely see it. It’s in the heater that warms our home, hidden. It’s in our car’s engine, beyond our peering eyes.

Our life is better because of fire, and its many benefits cannot be overstated. It has been with us from the very beginning, and will be with us to the very end.


QUIZ


1. How was fire made in Lord of the Flies?

2. Who was Ishi?

3. How did Ishi make fire?



ANSWERS


1. Piggy’s “specs” (eye glasses).

2. Ishi was the last “wild” Indian who came out of the wild, in 1911 in Northern California.

3. Ishi made fire with a hand drill, which he taught to anthropologist Kroeber.





ACTION:

If you have not already seen it, watch the original Lord of the Flies movie from 1963.

SMOKE SIGNALS:

“Fire, one of the most important forces of nature, is a truly valued resource. But be careful—it can have both positive and negative impacts since fire can both help and harm you. Fire provides heat and light, which is necessary to sustain and regenerate life. But it can also be very destructive and can damage anything in its path in the blink of an eye.”—Struggle for Survival: Fire, Christine Dugan


CHAPTER 2

CONSIDERATIONS IN BUILDING THE FIRE

WHY BUILD A FIRE?

Fire warms us. It cooks our food. It purifies our water. It lights up the night. It allows us to signal over long distances.

Fire has served a role in the making of our tools, whether it’s the fire-hardening of a digging stick, or the quenching of a sword or knife in the works. It’s used to fire pottery so that the pots will hold water and be usable for cooking. It was used to clear fields so that they would be usable for agriculture. Fire has always been a part of our lives.

Basic fire skills will never “go out of style.”

Today, we have no shortage of futuristic fire starters available at any backpacking shop. But even if we possess the best high-tech fire-starting tools, we can still lose them, or use them up. Even the common Bic lighter is a pretty remarkable device, but people misplace them all the time, and they run out of fuel.

The ability to make a fire—with modern or primitive tools—will never go out of style.

Fire has been called “caveman TV.”

Have you ever gone on a campout where everyone sat around the fire and talked and sang? It was great, wasn’t it? Somehow, the fire in the middle unified everyone, and as they talked and sang, their eyes were always on the fire. The flickering flames would warm the night, dry out wet clothes from the rain, cook a pot of soup or coffee, and somehow in its primal way, make everything good again. It was—and still is—a remarkable substance.

The lack of a fire

If you’ve ever had a campout and didn’t have that central fire, it sure made a big difference, didn’t it? Maybe it was too wet and your little group simply couldn’t get a fire going, so everyone retreated into their tents. Maybe it was a legal issue, as you were camping during the height of a dry, windy fire season. Or maybe you could not afford to be seen during a time of warfare or other hostilities. You got by, but fire could have made your life so much more pleasant, unifying, comforting.

Fire in the rain

Dude McLean of the DirtTime events shared with me his experience during one of his week-long DirtTime educational events, with about a hundred or so campers in Eastern Wyoming. It was June, so everyone expected hot and dry weather, but the first two days brought hard rain. It seemed miserable at first, because everything was done outside.

McLean pointed out that a few of them decided, “Let’s make a fire anyway.” In the large open area where the fire pit was located, they first created a little bench-like platform so there could be some initial cover from the rain. A fire was built underneath, and it was fed pine needles and bark and bits of paper. It puffed out great clouds of smoke as it dried out the moisture in the wood. I was a bit skeptical, but at least a few of us kept working at this fire, while most of the attendees were safely under cover. After thirty minutes or so, we were able to add branches, and as they caught fire, we were able to add big branches. Gradually a bonfire about five feet across was built. It didn’t seem to initially produce much heat because everything was wet. But within another thirty minutes, others saw that the fire was a real concern, and began to collect a semi-mountainous pile of firewood just outside the circle.
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