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australian bush cooking

cooking fires and coals 
making your cooking fire 

You can build an above ground fire or you can 
dig a trench or pit for a pit fire. Pit fires have some 
advantages over above ground fires such as not 
being effected as much by wind, being safer in 
windy conditions and also tending to radiate heat 
better—especially if using poor quality wood. 
However, it may be difficult or near impossible to 
dig a pit or trench if your fire is situated on hard, 
rocky ground. Either way you should clear the 
area of combustible material such as leaves, dried 
grass and twigs for at least three metres around 
your fire site. 

Some people place rocks around the perimeter 
of the fire to act as a barrier. The problem here 
is that the rocks tend to get in the way and are 
easily tripped on   not very safe near a fire. If you 
do use rocks as a fire ring never use rounded 
river stones. These are prone to exploding, 
sending razor sharp fragments of rock flying in 
all directions when subjected to the intense heat 
of a camp fire. 

Another point worth remembering is that many 
campsites, and especially the more popular ones, 
are usually devoid of wood for a fire. It is best to 
collect a good supply of firewood well before 
reaching your campsite or, if you have room, bring 
some from home.

Never cut down trees, either living or dead — 
always collect fallen wood for your fire. Avoid 

collecting logs that are hollow as these are often 
home to small animals and lizards. 

Heavy, dense hardwoods such as red gum, ironbark, 
blue gum, stringy-bark and similar eucalyptus are 
slow burning and will produce good cooking coals. 
In the western and outback areas mulga, gidgee and 
desert oak also produce excellent coals. Gidgee and 
red gum are favourites of ours as they too produce 
reliable coals for cooking. Softwoods like pine aren’t 
suitable for cooking fires as they do not produce 
very good coals, mostly burning to ash.

If you have room, it is a good idea to carry a bag 
or two of ‘heat beads’ or barbeque briquettes. 
These compressed lumps of coal can be used to 
supplement the coals from your cooking fire, and 
are especially handy when camp oven cooking with 
firewood which is less than ideal, such as that found 
in the high country areas. They provide a reliable, 
constant heat for up to an hour or more and burn 
leaving a small pile of ash. 

It’s also a handy idea to take along a packet of 
commercial firelighters which you can get at 
supermarkets. These make lighting a fire much 
easier than using paper, especially when the wood is 
damp. Never use petrol to light a fire.


