Teaching Friction Fire Skills
By Kevin Estela

Use your blade to carefully free your student’s coal from the notch. Stack the odds in their favor.

Less than 1 percent of the population. That
is my estimation of how many people
know the primitive knowledge to create
fire by friction. It is a dying art, a skill
replaced by modern conveniences like
the lighter and matches. It isn’t easily
attained and often subjugated in lieu of
the fire steel. Then again, when it is easier

to purchase equipment to compensate
for lack of skill, it is easy to understand
why so few people value this skill and
lack the drive to learn it. The knowledge
of creating fire out of materials from
the land is invaluable. Friction fire skills
create real confidence. In all the years
of teaching survival skills, the most

powerful moments were those when the
“gift of fire”, as some call it, was handed
over from me to my students. Of all the
lessons, friction fire commanded the
most “take my photo” requests. There
is perhaps no greater satisfaction as an
instructor than to give something of this
value to your students except one. That is
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when you hear your students have taught
someone else and shared the knowledge.
It is, with that idea, I decided to share
how to teach friction fire skills with
someone else. Whether experienced or
not, this article should help primitive
skill practitioners of all levels. Through
this article, I hope to install the teaching methods, skills, and knowledge to
expand the percentage of the population
with the life-saving skills of friction fire.

Establishing the Science Background

Help ensure proper downward pressure on the spindle by applying it yourself.

The details are in the powder. Learn to read what the color and size of the dust means and relay it to
your student after each attempt.

If your student’s base is wobbly, stabilize it. This won’t negatively affect performance.
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I am not a “Native American”
skills practitioner. I am a primitive skills
practitioner. Indigenous cultures around
the entire globe utilized friction fire
technology and little to no evidence
suggests they had contact with each
other across the hemispheres. Claiming
the skills you’re teaching are exclusive to
one tribe is to dishonor the others. You’re
teaching a skill grounded in both history
and in science. It is up to you but I focus
on teaching the science first and letting
the students decide later if the wood has
a “spirit”. I always say making fire from
wood dust is “magical” but I know the
science is really the reason for the flame.
The scientific facts are simple. Friction
creates heat. This heat combined with
the powder fuel and the oxygen from
the cut notch ignites the powder into a
glowing coal. Depending on the wood
used in your fire set, the temperature
you need to hit is approximately 800
degrees Fahrenheit. Your location will
also determine the moisture content of
the wood. The Southwestern states are
far drier than the Northeast and some
students may find frustration in not
being able to perform the skills as easily
as those they’ve seen on television. Ask
them where the skill demonstrated was
done and then provide the background
information. Also remind them the
skill is perfect but conditions are not
always right. Many factors will affect
success. Encourage them to succeed but
prepare them to address their failure
with the correct response. Students

should always remember the science
behind friction fires and avoid letting
their emotions dictate their actions.

Demo or Hands On?
Whenever I teach a new skill, I
always demonstrate the skill to let the
students visualize what is being explained then let them try their hand at
it. With a friction fire, it is imperative
to let the students see the process and
leave nothing to their imagination. I
make sure the optimum viewing angle is
available by performing the skill facing
in different directions. Once I show the
whole process all the way through, I have
students mimic my actions in each step.
I make sure students are set up correctly
during each step before proceeding. In
the teaching industry, we’re told lecturing is the least effective means of learning
and hands on is the most. Provide a brief
visual reference for your students but
let them get hands on right away. The
more time they have manipulating the
tools the more real experience they get.
In any demo, your audience is going to
copy what you do and maybe adhere to
what you say. An example of this is lining
up your body directly over the fireboard
vs. leaning back over the foot behind
you. Make sure the way you describe
the skill is the way you demonstrate it.

Using a white piece of paper will help students see the contrast in the powder color better.

Have your student keep their tinder bundle nearby for when they finally get a coal. Ensure their tinder
bundle has a good combination of coal and flame extenders.

Visuals, References, and Rules of Thumb
Humans think in pictures. When I
teach the bow drill, I like to pass around
the components I’m creating. The spindle is described as pointed at one end to
minimize friction and blunted at the other to maximize it. When students handle
the spindles I create, they pick up on
the subtle nuances and tweaks I make to
mine. They see how I bevel the blunt end
to direct all the friction to the bottom
of the divot versus building it up on the
sides. They see how I don’t make it perfectly round along the shaft to help “grip”

Keep track of good fireboards and mark them. If students are struggling with one board, hand them
a good one.

issue 21 — July/August 2014

Self Reliance Illustrated 9

Describing 1/8th of a notch is easier with visuals. Draw what 1/2, 1/4 and 1/8th looks like.

the cord. When students handle objects
and inspect them, they install the necessary knowledge and memory much faster
than discovering the tricks on their own.
With the bow drill in particular,
the “rule of thumb” is how I ask students
to remember the correct thickness of the
components. The spindle should be about
the thickness of your thumb as well as the
fireboard/hearthboard. The length of
the spindle should also be as long if not
longer than the hang ten sign made with
an outstretched thumb and pinky finger.
Give students simple ways to remember
how to construct the components.

Start with the End Product
I always have students begin their
friction fire instruction with building
a proper tinder bundle. Following the
methodology of easiest to hardest, I save
time by having students strip jute twine
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into fibers before I have them harvest
the bundle off the land. Once students
are able to make a tinder bundle with
prepared materials, I have them move to
find dry leaves, golden rod, yellow birch,
cedar bark, and other natural tinder. By
having the students see the tinder bundle,
they realize they are about to partake in a
real challenge. The students take time to
tease and strategically place their tinder
fluff and begin to value it. Their bundle
has a purpose and all the time and energy
put into it shouldn’t be wasted. Remind
your students of this and it will help
them stay focused on the task at hand.
Have your students learn not only
how to prepare and start a fire in a primitive way but how to build it, maintain it
and extinguish it. Teach your students to
construct various fire layups and the purpose for each. Remind them fire by friction is the means to an end and they may
be making a fire this way to stay warm, to
cook, to signal, and so on. Emphasize the
product as much as you do the process.
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Assists
You may find those you’re teaching
lack the physical fitness to make fire by
friction. Far from impossible, the bow
drill is a difficult skill to learn when you
lack the necessary aerobic fitness or coordination. When I teach the bow drill,
I often assist those learning by cupping
my hand atop their hand when holding
the socket. I will also offer to be a second
hand on the bow while moving it back
and forth. Depending on the group’s
motivation and success, I will often ask
them to work as a group to create a two
or three person bow drill. Remember, you
are building confidence in your students.
Success with someone assisting is better
than no success when no one is there to
help. Assisted success proves it can be
done and gives the student more motivation to learn. If anything, students who
cannot get a coal on their own should be
impressed to carry fire starters as part of
their every day carry. As an instructor,
you’re ultimately working toward making

habits and technique. Students should
know success to want success again and
again. You can also give them a taste of
success by providing materials that stack
the odds in their favor. Seasoned poplar,
basswood, willow, cedar, and spruce all
make great fireboards. Once students
have success with these materials, they’ll
be even more willing to listen and follow
you as you offer them new challenges.

Modifying Instruction/Creating Challenges

The length of your spindle should be longer than the measurement taken by your thumb and pinky
finger extended.

Show your students what blowing a coal into a flame looks like by demonstrating and turning your
back slightly to them.

your students self-reliant and whether
they are able to get a coal to make a fire
or flick a Bic to get one the bottom line
is this; they can make fire when needed.

Coaching vs. Instructing
There comes a time for instructing
and there comes a time for coaching.
Instruction offers new information
while coaching reinforces it and gives
the student motivation. As a “coach”
you are going to encourage the student
to work hard and never give up. You are
going to get down in the dirt and give

them updates as to the color of and how
much powder is filling the all important
notch. When your student is on the verge
of fatigue, you can tell them to continue
working for 10 more seconds and start a
countdown. Give them a metaphorical
finish line with zero being the final tape.
As a coach you can remind them what
is at stake. You can introduce the idea
they are not practicing but doing the
skill for real. Tell them there are people
counting on them to succeed. There are
some schools and some instructors who
want the students to earn the skill by
failing repeatedly. While I understand
this method, I disagree with it. As their
coach you can positively reinforce good

In teaching a large group of students, you may find some advancing
faster than others. The beauty of the bow
drill is the ability to modify the skill in
many ways. There are numerous evolutions of the skill including 550 cordage,
natural cordage, and locally harvested
cordage. Students can be instructed to
run the bow drill with their off-side hand
or they can be instructed to harvest all
the materials off the land. Time limits
can be introduced and materials can be
taken away like a steel knife blade. The
tinder bundle materials you provided
can be replaced for those found off the
land as well. Students who do well with
the bow drill can also try their hand
(sorry for the bad pun) at the hand
drill if materials are available. There are
countless ways to introduce training
modifiers and you should always be able
to challenge your student. Even if they
don’t succeed, they will always learn!
Remember, you can’t purchase
skill. Skills come with hard work and
dedication. If you justify not taking
courses from a good instructor because
you claim to have no money yet think
nothing of purchasing a new blade, a
round of drinks, or latest accessory,
truly ask yourself what you value and
if you can purchase your way out of an
emergency. Your skills will not fail you
if you invest the time and money to
acquire them through formal training.
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