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Epigraph


I know whence I originate!

Like a flame insatiate

… Surely, flame is what I am

Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo (1888)
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You’re reading this because you love fire.

Perhaps it is the feeling it stirs – that flicker in the chest, part memory, part longing. Maybe you were a child who watched flames leap and felt the thrill of a power barely contained. Maybe you’ve knelt in the hush of a woodland, coaxing smoke from spindle and bow. Or you’ve stood close to a bonfire and felt something shift – an old muscle of reverence flexing deep in the bone.

This book is a love letter to fire, in all its forms. It began with a spark long ago, as I learned to make and work with fire. It continued through the many I have kindled and gathered around in my work as a facilitator and guide with groups of all ages. The countless fires lit by those I have taught this ancient skill sit in these pages too, silent but foundational. As an oral storyteller, every tale told has passed through fire’s breath – tempered, brightened, broken open by its flame. I have sat in ceremony, alone and in circle, fire holding it all. I have howled at the moon and laughed until I cried with beloveds, bawdy and untamed, the smoke clinging to my hair and clothes, an aroma to be carried away and remembered.

This is an exploration of our relationship with fire, from our distant ancestors to the digital age in which we now find ourselves. In the pages that follow, you will find folktales and myths from across the globe, essays, poetry and stories of lives and experiences in flames. This is intended not as a didactic description of fire, but an evocation. An honouring.

We’ll travel back into distant time and into the cosmos, through history and imagination. We’ll go deep underground into caves by torchlight and meet at a hearth fire that has burned for centuries. We will climb a snowy mountain by moonlight and torchlight, stand on a hillside on a remote Scottish island as the tides carry embers, walk the length of a river of fire, dig clay from the ground and let the flames do their work. We will leave the warmth of the hearth to walk into the forest at night with no torch, and light a fire on top of a deadly stockpile of nuclear warheads.
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Photo caption: Smelting iron ore from stones collected on Criccieth Beach, North Wales
With one foot in this world and another in the imaginal, we’ll journey through story together to meet the charioteer of the sun, see fire stolen and gifted to shivering, hungry, human hands. We’ll grow and journey with siblings, each with an elemental gift and curse, and watch as a feathered hero carries fire in their beak. We’ll feel the warmth of an elder’s fire far across the valley and watch as a fox brings a flaming gift.

This gift is literally written into our DNA. Fire transformed food – and in turn it transformed our brains, our bodies and our culture. But its power did not stop at the hearth. Think of the forge: where stone became iron, and iron became sword, nail, horseshoe, ploughshare. Where ore was coaxed from rock by flame’s insistence, and made to serve both war and harvest. Smelting was no small thing. It was fire married to earth – a holy and perilous union – that changed the world. It built empires, shaped tools, wrote histories in blade and bell. The forge shows fire not only as warmth or destruction, but as a patient craftsperson, a maker of forms and a keeper of thresholds.

This is not only a poetic journey, it is also a pressing, urgent invitation to consider what we have done with fire, this gift possessed by no other animal. The Anthropocene is the name often given to our current geological era, defined by the dominant impact of human activity on the planet’s climate and ecosystems. But fire historian Stephen J. Pyne offers another name: the Pyrocene, an age shaped not just by human influence but by fire itself. Fire has not merely accompanied our evolution, it has driven it. ‘Through fire,’ Pyne writes, ‘humans made Earth habitable, and through fire, they have left for other worlds.’ In the forge, the rocket, the hearth and the flame-lit cave, we have carried this companion with us.

Our time together as you read this book will also be practical, with many invitations for you to work with fire yourself. You will learn to make fire by friction, carry embers, collect tinder and fuel, make a blaze on deep snow, cook a feast on a coastal rock, leave the hearth to hear a small bird sing at night, make a sweet syrup from a herb that loves fire, and much more. These skills may feel more like a remembering than a new learning.

Indeed, the ancient world knew fire not only as a force, but as a presence. It was fed, tended, spoken to. Even in 77 CE, Pliny marvelled that ‘fire is necessary for almost every operation’ – in glass, metal, medicine, paint, bread. In every art, there was fire. The alchemist’s flame was very real, and still burns.

We’ve wandered far from those first sparks. We’ve ignited a firestorm of our own making, burning fossil sunlight like there is no tomorrow. But even now, in this strange and blazing age, the old questions remain. Can we return to the right relationship with fire? Can we apprentice, once more, to the flame?

This book is a bellows, a tinder bundle, a forge. It carries embers from many places – myth and memory, science and soil, ritual and resistance. It asks not only how we shape fire, but how fire has shaped us. And how – if we listen – it still might.

So come close. Let’s gather around the fire.
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Fire of Ages

We’ll take it back to the beginning. There was no fire as we know it today, but there was extraordinary heat; the temperature was trillions of degrees, far too hot for atoms and molecules to even exist. It was 14 billion years ago when the Big Bang happened. You might think of it as an explosion, but rather it was an expansion of space itself.

It is mind-blowing to think how quickly it all happened, how fast things changed, from the incredibly hot and dense plasma of fundamental particles (quarks, gluons and photons) of our universe’s violent beginnings, all concentrated in an area the size of a silver coin, to the racing expansion and cooling just three minutes later when nuclear fusion occurred, forming the lightest elements like hydrogen, helium and traces of lithium.

Expansion continued apace and, 300,000 years later, neutral atoms appeared and coalesced into gas clouds, which became stars. These stars birthed heavier elements such as carbon, oxygen and iron. Indeed, most of the elements that make up the Earth and all living beings originated in the hearts of stars – the book you are reading, the clothes on your back and every part of you are made of materials that were created by stars or in the aftermath of stellar explosions. Feel that in your body: we are stardust, carbon carried from the deep beginning.

Approximately 4.6 billion years ago, our solar system formed from a collapsing cloud of gas and dust that included remnants of earlier supernovae, and Earth and other planets condensed from this material. Early Earth was largely a molten ball of magma, with a surface temperature far too hot for solid land or liquid water. Water was delivered over time by volcanic outgassing and impacts from icy comets and asteroids. Eventually, as Earth cooled over millions of years, water vapour condensed to form the first oceans.

So, before there was fire, there was magma. Pushed up from Earth’s molten core, it cooled to form earlier versions of the landmasses we know today. Though it has changed in composition and location over billions of years due to the dynamic processes of plate tectonics and Earth’s internal heat, the ancient magma of our planet’s beginnings still lies under your feet as you read this.

The lava that flowed on the surface gave off intense heat, but still there was no fire as we now know it. Carbon dioxide, water vapour and nitrogen were produced in this primordial process, but it was still lacking a crucial component: oxygen, the primary molecule that makes our planet what it is today. Enter the tiny but mighty cyanobacteria, who around 2.4 billion years ago mastered the trick of obtaining biological energy via oxygenic photosynthesis. Plants were born.

The conditions needed for combustion were gathering; the atmosphere was flooded with oxygen in what is known as the Great Oxidation Event, and plants converted sunlight into organic matter that would serve as fuel. When levels were sufficient, around 420 million years ago, a natural ignition source – most likely a lightning strike, or perhaps volcanic activity or even meteor impact – created the first wildfire. It had arrived.

Take a moment to see this in your mind’s eye; the very first flame on this planet; a pioneer, a flickering new arrival. Then more and more fires, and the emerging plant-driven ecosystem grew in tandem with these blazes. Fires cleared old vegetation, making space for new growth, even helping certain plants evolve fire-adaptive traits, like seeds that germinate after exposure to heat. Through this process a balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide was maintained in the atmosphere, perpetuating the perfect conditions for fire.

All of this begs the question: was fire born of the gods, or the plants?

Our home planet grew and evolved, and around 2 million years ago early hominids such as Homo erectus would have encountered these wildfires. What did they make of these blazes, unpredictable and alive? Imagine the flames reflected in their eyes, so similar to our own. Pause a moment with this remembrance. Notice how it feels in your body.

[image: A lone tree engulfed in flames stands amidst a calm reflective body of water, with a twilight sky in the background.]
Photo caption: Blaze #15, Tandou, Great Darling Anabranch, Australia. Murray Fredericks
Archaeological evidence suggests that our ancestors were having fires in their camps at this time; the first hearths, likely scavenged from wildfires and carried back on a burning branch. Long before we were able to make fire, we became skilled at collecting and nurturing flames, and our future was changed forever. It’s hard to overstate the importance of the first hominid to gather and learn how to manipulate fire. Across the many millennia of the history of fire, this moment stands above all others.

Fire offered warmth against the cold and kept predators at bay. Some theorists suggest that this is the primary reason we were able to come out of the trees and sleep on the ground. The glow of the fire extended our day, transforming the dark hours into opportunities for social interaction, communication and bonding. We became storytelling animals.

And how did we first discover the transformative effect this element has over food? Perhaps some scorched meat or vegetables lying close to the remnants of a wildfire were tasted, smelled.

Let yourself see the look in those eyes, widening and sparkling at that first taste of cooked food. Feel your own eyes widen in kinship and wonder.

But it wasn’t just the transformed taste – cooked food is easier to chew and digest, taking far less time to feel its benefits, providing more calories and reducing the risks of foodborne illness. It is argued by the scholar Richard Wrangham that this was a turning point for early humans, changing our physiology – developing smaller teeth and mouths, smaller lower intestines, but also, most crucially, a bigger brain. The time gained in reduced eating and digesting also meant that we could spend even more time on tool-making and invention, social interaction, exploration, migration and cultural practices; rituals, art and storytelling.

In this way, fire became more than a tool; it became a catalyst for evolution.

Indeed, there is an interesting evolutionary ‘feedback loop’ at play here: cooking improved nutrition, which fuelled brain growth, enabling more complex cognitive abilities and innovative problem-solving. This, in turn, improved fire control and cooking techniques, further enhancing nutrition and social structures. We would not be human, not be Homo sapiens, without fire.

The earliest evidence of cave fires dates back to more than 1 million years ago, where charred bones and plant remains suggest that early humans were keeping flames alive. By 400,000 years ago, our ancestors were not just opportunistically but intentionally working with fire across Africa, the Middle East and Europe – hardening wooden tools and processing stone for crafting sharper edges. This is also the era in which evidence of ritual begins.

It appears that around 300,000 years ago humans crossed another threshold in our relationship with this element; we learned to create fire on demand, using friction or striking stones. Around 100,000 years ago, as nomadic bands, we worked with our fiery ally to change conditions to support our hunting and gathering; promoting the growth of certain plants and flushing out prey during hunts.

Around 12,000 years ago, humans moved from hunter-gatherers to settlers in what is known as the Neolithic Revolution. Fire remained central in this transformation, clearing land for early agriculture. Burning fields encouraged the growth of desired crops, a practice still echoed in slash-and-burn agriculture today. Fire was no longer just survival; it was innovation.

In time, we built homes with hearths at their centres, replacing the temporary campfire with a sense of permanence. We turned clay into pottery and stone into metal, and thus transformed the very fabric of our existence. The first smelters coaxed copper from rock, early alchemists of Earth’s treasures, ushering in the Bronze and Iron Ages, giving rise to tools, weapons and eventually great civilisations. The forges of fire fuelled empires and expanded humanity’s reach across continents.

Religions across cultures revered fire, weaving it into rituals and symbolism. It became a beacon of divine power, a symbol of life and rebirth. The sacred flames of the Zoroastrians were kept eternally burning, and the Greeks and Romans lit fires in temples to honour their gods. Fire took on a spiritual dimension, transcending the physical world and becoming a metaphor for human ambition, passion and wrath. Indeed, this wrath was not only metaphorical, as the ruins of great cities across time – Rome, London, Constantinople – were devoured by its hungry tongue.

As the centuries passed, fire remained the engine of progress. The Industrial Revolution arrived, its energy harnessed in coal-fired steam engines, transforming cities into hubs of industry. Fossil fuels (coal, and later oil and natural gas) powered towering factories and gave rise to mass production. The farthest reaches of the planet were connected by locomotives and steamships. Fire was no longer contained to hearths or torches, it roared in furnaces and towers, symbolising humanity’s perceived dominance over, and sense of separation from, nature.

Turn back time and hear the clang sound of machinery in then-new temples of industry. Smell the acrid stench of the smoke billowing from the soaring chimneys.

Gunpowder had been discovered centuries earlier (the earliest known records from the ninth century show that Chinese alchemists, in their quest for an elixir of life, inadvertently discovered what we now recognise as sodium and potassium nitrate) but this powder saw fire weaponised on an unprecedented scale as the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries dawned. It was the force behind cannons, muskets and, eventually, modern artillery. Hear now the violent ‘crack’ of a flintlock gun, itself so similar to the flintstones used by early humans.

Firestorms from bombs devastated residential areas from Dresden to Guernica. But the arrival of nuclear fire in 1945 marked a new low, even in this violent chapter. Say the words Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and remember the hundreds of thousands of souls obliterated in an instant. Fire, our lifeline and source of sustenance, was now an omen of annihilation on a vast scale.

Yet fire also propelled us beyond our earthly bounds at this time, as rockets propelled by controlled explosions carried satellites, astronauts, dreams (and dogs) into space. Hear now the fiery roar of the rocket that carried the first humans to the moon in 1969. We had come a long way since that first fire was carried on a burning branch millennia before.

As the twentieth century charged on, fire in the Western world was everywhere and invisible; burning in the engines of cars, in the furnaces of power plants and in the circuitry of the dawning digital world. Fire became available at the push of a button, its glow captured in lightbulbs and its heat controlled in ovens and radiators.

Remember: each car started or light turned on is a tiny controlled explosion.

The new millennium arrived and we became more inextricably linked with the internet. Fire remained central to the production of hardware and the powering of all components from the phone in your pocket to the warehouses of servers in Silicon Valley.

Let us hover in California for a moment, just miles away from the home of technology, as raging wildfires also burn forests and homes, sparked by carelessness, climate-driven drought and the prohibition of Indigenous burning practices that protected the land through fire stewardship rather than opposition.

Fire remains our greatest ally and an eternal challenge; life-giver and life-taker, symbol of creation and destruction. It remains central to energy production and industrial processes, but we also face new challenges, such as managing these wildfires, climate change, transitioning to cleaner energy sources and reintegrating fire back into the land and ecology through careful Indigenous wisdom.

Fire is a force that shaped the trajectory of human evolution, illuminating the path from nature to culture. We carry the flame today in ways our ancestors could never have imagined. And yet, we remain bound by the same primal instinct, drawn to the warmth and the flickering light.

[image: A tree with branches engulfed in flames, reflected in a calm body of water at sunset.]
Photo caption: Blaze #22, Packers Lake, Great Darling Anabranch, Australia. Murray Fredericks





Helios and Phaethon

Ancient Greece

Retold by Richard Skrein

There was a woman once, a river-daughter named Clymene, whose beauty shone like light on water. She caught the eye of Helios, the charioteer of the sun, and for a brief time, they burned only for each other. He was gone by morning, but she carried something of him within her. And when the time came, she bore a son – Phaethon, a name that meant ‘radiance’.

The boy grew tall, golden, fitful and restless. But there was a whispering, a sneering taunt in the mouths of other children: Who is your father? And doubt, once planted, takes root.

So Phaethon set out to find the truth. He travelled to the edge of the world, where the halls of the sun stood on pillars of bronze. And there, through the light too bright to bear, Helios saw him. And he knew.

‘Come here, boy,’ said the sun, stepping down from his chariot. ‘You are mine. I see it in you.’ He swore it – by the River Styx, the unbreakable vow of the gods. ‘Ask anything of me, and it is yours.’

The boy’s voice was clear, steady. ‘Then let me drive the chariot. Let me carry the sun across the sky.’

Helios paled. ‘Not that. Not that. You do not understand. The horses are fire-born, wilder than the winds. The road is treacherous. Even Zeus himself could not control them. Choose another gift, my son. Anything but this.’

But Phaethon’s pride burned too












[image: Charred tree trunk burning brightly with red and orange flames against a backdrop of blackened and twisted branches, illustrating the aftermath of a forest fire in Marmari Nature Reserve.]
Photo caption: Burning Pine Forest, Marmari Nature Reserve, Greece. Gideon Mendel
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