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There’s science 
in building a  
good cooking fire

MODERN mankind evolved with the 
skill of  making fire. It allowed us to 

populate previous uninhabitable territory 
and it was one of  the first technologies 
driving us to proliferate around the planet 
and achieve our current apex of  the food 
chain. 

However climate change, 
overpopulation and biodiversity loss 
means use of  fire must be tempered to 
prevent release of  greenhouse gases, threat 
of  bushfires and reduction of  dead wood 
around most-used campsites. 

Nevertheless, anybody who has spent 
time in the wilderness knows the comfort 
that comes from a wood fire. It warms, 
dries, cooks and induces a soporific 
meditative state which is calming and 
reassuring.  

It is a luxury to spend an evening 
staring into the glowing coals which is 
difficult to replace, so that it can well be 
said that television is the poor man’s open 
fire. 

So it behoves us to build fires that are 
fuel-efficient and safe. Current thinking in 
wilderness management advises the use of  
small gas stoves to limit reduction of  dead 
wood which harbours native wildlife, and 
to reduce bushfire risk. But here is a way 
to build a hot, efficient, easy to build and 
practical wood fire. 

Yes, there’s science in building a good 
cooking fire. 

Wood begins to combust at a 
temperature of  about 700 degrees 
Fahrenheit. At this temperature 
combustion is incomplete, producing toxic 
carbon monoxide and much unburnt 
particles (smoke) and releasing little heat.  

If  the combustion temperature can be 
raised to about 1100 degrees F however, 
combustion is complete, producing carbon 
dioxide and few unburnt particles, and a 
great deal of  heat is released. 

To achieve this it is necessary to 
control the oxygen supply and contain the 
combustion site. Anyone with a Rayburn 
slow combustion stove knows it is possible 
to heat 40 gallons of  water, cook a roast 
dinner and bake a loaf  of  bread in one 
session and closed down it will smoulder 
all night with one piece of  wood. 

You may be surprised to hear then that 
it is possible to build a slow combustion 
stove out of  wood. 

First look for two main logs with a 
minimum 4 inches diameter and 2 feet 
long. This technique suits logs of  green, 
wet or otherwise difficult to burn wood. 
These become your stove top. 

Line them up parrallel across the 
fireplace about 4 inches apart and chock 
them up at each end with stones or more 

green wood so there is a gap under the 
logs about 1 inch high. These gaps are 
your oxygen supply. 

Fill the gap between the logs with your 
ignition material:  tinder such as bark, 
leaves, twigs and if  you’re lazy like me, 
paper with a squirt of  baby oil. 

Ignite the tinder (a gas firelighter 
reaches in if  you wish to avoid burning 
your fingers), load it up with sticks and 
stand back – the turbo effect of  the 
oxygen supply gap will make the flames 
roar up quickly. 

Burn some medium bits of  wood in 
the gap for a good 15 minutes with the 
aim of  igniting the underside of  the main 
logs. This becomes your combustion 
chamber. 

By manipulating the oxygen supply gap 
and adding medium wood through the gap 
at the top, the temperature of  the 
combustion chamber can be raised 
extremely high. The underside quarters of  
the main logs facing each other will begin 
to glow. The top of  your main logs are the 
hobs. Your stove is now ready to cook on. 

A fire built like this will burn wood 
normally difficult in any other fire and will 
require little maintenance. When you are 
finished cooking you can open it up to sit 
around warming yourself, or close it down 
to smoulder all night. 
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Two difficult to burn main logs at least 4 inches 
in diameter, about 4 inches apart, chocked with 
stones to make a gap about 1 inch high 
underneath.

Fill the space in the middle with tinder and if 
you’re lazy like me, use paper, a squirt of baby 
oil and a gas firelighter.  
TOP: The main logs become the hobs.

Light it up and stand back – the turbo effect of 
the oxygen supply gap will make flames shoot 
out of the top suddenly. Add some medium 
sticks to get it going.

‘It can well be said 
that television is the 
poor man’s open fire’


