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Cooking outdoors is a fun skill to learn, expanding your ecological awareness
and personal resilience. Cook well outdoors from fresh or foraged food and you
can cook anywhere. Problem is, where do you find, or afford the kit required?
The Free Range DIY Feral Stick-Fire Cooking Grate is a small, light-weight, trestle cooking grate 
designed to burn small sticks which, with a few tools and components, you can build yourself.

What’s the issue here?
Despite its image, camping isn’t that ecologically 

sound. For most people, cooking outdoors while 
camping or backpacking invariably involves the use 
of fossil fuels – in particular gas (e.g. ‘Campingaz’1).

Few of the mainstream camping stores sell alter-
natives to gas- or petroleum-fuelled stoves.

If you’re concerned about the climate, or worst still,
camping outdoors in a protest camp against fossil fu-
els, using gas isn’t particularly desirable.

The law in England and Wales (in Scotland the 
‘right to roam’ legislation is wholly different) discour-
ages the lighting of fires. Although T  he Country  side   
Code2 is mute on the issue, lighting fires is prohibited
by access land law3.

Where people do use wood fuel it is often in the 
form of processed waste wood (such as pallets or 
sawdust) or sawn ‘lump wood’ – which doesn’t burn 
very efficiently when used for cooking.

There are ready-made wood stoves4 and grates5 
on the market, costing from £50 to £150. As many 
are enclosed, they also are quite bulky.

Some, especially the ‘wood gas’ stoves, require 
wood pellets or chipped/processed wood in order to 
function – which again needs to be bought/carried.

In order to promote the use of more ecologically 
sustainable fuel for cooking outdoors, the Free 
Range Network have produced this guide to con-
structing your own ‘stick fire’ grate.

This guide outlines how to build the grate from 
cheap metal which can be easily sourced from DIY 
stores – or you might be able to salvage much of 
what is required from a skip in the street.

It also gives tips on using the grate, and UK law.
The design is not fixed; while the pattern is stan-

dard, the dimensions should be selected to fit the 
cooking utensils which you have available.

Note: This guide is rather long and detailed.
It assumes you have some experience of using 
hand tools. In making the grate we hope not only 
that you end up with a more sustainable cooking 
option, but that you also gain the confidence to 
‘make’ rather than ‘buy’ the things you need.
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To build the Stick-Fire Grate you need:

 Angle steel (steel bent at a right-angle)
1 metre or more, depending upon how big 
you wish to build the grate. Stainless steel 
would be ideal, mild steel will do, though gal-
vanized is better. Avoid aluminium, as it is too 
soft when hot, and lightweight magnesium-
aluminium, which might burst into flames.

 Threaded rod or studding
Studding is like a long bolt without a head on 
the end. Depending on the size of the grate 
you’ll need at least half a metre.

 24 nuts which fit the threaded rod

 A hacksaw to cut the metal
Ideally a large hacksaw with hard blade – 
smaller ‘junior’ hacksaws have too flexible a 
blade to work easily. If you have a professional 
metal table saw or disc cutter, even better.

 A metal file to finish the edges
When you cut metal it makes sharp edges – not 
a good idea for a camping stove. A small metal 
file, or emery paper, can be used to smooth the 
edges and make them safer.

 A drill and ‘high speed steel’ bit
The drill bit needs to be about half-a-millimetre 
bigger than the width of the threaded rod.

 Spanners to fit the nuts
It’s necessary to lock the nuts together, so 
socket spanners are no good – though a 
spanner and pliers or grips will do.

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=folding+firebox+camping+stove&ie=utf-8&oe=utf-8&gws_rd=cr&ei=QJcIWeTwNcyWgAb-r5iADg#q=folding+firebox+camping+stove&tbm=shop
http://campfiremag.co.uk/woodburning-stoves/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/37/schedule/2
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf
https://www.campingaz.com/uk/c-604-cartridges-cylinders.aspx
http://www.fraw.org.uk/frn/sfcg/index.shtml
http://www.fraw.org.uk/frn/sfcg/index.shtml


Step 1. What you need to build the grate
The diagram above outlines the components which

make-up the fire grate. For this guide, these were all 
bought from a DIY store for just under £10.

The angle steel sections
All the angle-steel sections can be cut from a sin-

gle piece of angle steel – though in practice use what
you have. How long a length you need depends on 
how big you wish to build the grate (see step 2). For 
a reasonable sized grate you need at least a metre.

A symmetric angle, as shown in this sheet, is suffi-
cient. If you have and ‘L’-shaped section – which can 
can fit a wider range of pot widths on its broader sur-
face – you should put the longer-side to the top, to in-
crease the stability of the cooking utensils.

Thin stainless steel is the best as it is corrosion re-
sistant, but is harder to get hold of, and more expen-
sive. If you have access to scrap, you might be able 
to cut a section from old bathroom/kitchen furniture.

Failing that, ordinary galvanized mild steel is suffi-
cient. It is more corrosion-resistant than plain steel 
because its zinc coating protects it from both the wet,
and the acids released when wood burns.

The threaded rod/studding
Studding holds the sides of the grate and legs to-

gether, and gives the grate stiffness so that it doesn’t 
fall over. The thicker the studding, the stronger the 
grate – but that will also increase the weight.

The example
shown in this guide
used 6mm (roughly 
¼-inch) studding.
4mm (roughly ⅛-inch)
was tried, but it wasn’t
stiff enough to resist
bending under heavy
loads.

Nuts
You need 24 nuts to fit the studding. This is not as 

simple as it seems. Even though they have the same 
width, not all screw threads have the same ‘pitch’6.

If you’re buying nuts make sure to check with the 
supplier, or thread some at least 4cm to 5cm onto the
studding to make sure they have the right thread. If 
you’re reusing old nuts you’ll have to check each one 
by threading them onto the studding.
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Step 2. Deciding how big to make the grate
The angle steel section used in the grate shown in 

this guide was 15mm (roughly ⅝-inch) across each 
side, and 0.75mm (three-hundredths of an inch) thick.

How broad or thick you decide to make your grate 
is a trade-off between strength and weight. The 
broader, and more especially the thicker the steel the 
less likely it is to bend – but it will be heavier.

As a test, if you can hold the steel section in your 
hands about 30cm (12”) apart, and it doesn’t flex no-
ticeably when twisted, then it’s probably stiff enough 
to use to make the grate.

The same is true of the depth of the grate – which 
determines how much studding you need. Ideally the 
depth of the grate should be at least two-thirds of the 
width of the saucepans you intend to use with the 
grate.

As a general rule, the top of the grate needs to 
be about 2.2 times wider than the length of the 
legs – or alternately the legs need to be less than 
0.45 times the length of the top. This is so the 
legs are able to fold underneath the grate top.

Irrespective of the width of the grate, the legs 
should be no more than 10cm to 12cm (4” - 5”) 
long or the grate will stand too high in the air. Any
higher and the small stick fire won’t provide 
enough heat without burning a lot of fuel.

Therefore, if you need the grate to be 25cm wide, 
then the legs could be no more than about 12cm. 
25cm is also significant as – with two 25cm lengths 
and four 12cm legs – that’s about the largest grate 
you can make from a single 1 metre (39”) standard 
length (in Europe) of steel sold in hardware stores.

The depth of the grate, and hence the amount of 
studding required to bolt it together, depends on the 
depth you require to ensure stability.

Again, you need to decide this based upon the size
of the pots you intend to use on the grate.

The depth of the grate needs to be based on 
the width of the pots you are using. With most 
round pots/saucepans, the gap between the inner
edges of the grate should be no more than 0.5 to 
0.67 times the width of your smallest pot.

If the gap between the top inner edges of the grate
is less than half the width of a pot it might become 
unstable and fall when in use (the exception is when 
using an ‘L’-shaped section, because it is wider).

Likewise if the gap is too large, then round pots will
not be balanced on a large enough area to be stable, 
and they might fall into the gap between the bars.

This is an important consideration because an un-
stable pot will either tip its contents over the fire and 
put it out, or worse, over you and scald you.

When you’ve fixed the width between the inner 
edges, you must then add two times the width of 
the top section plus the thickness of four nuts. 

This gives the overall length of the ‘hinge’ rods.
The length of the ‘stand’ rods should be at least

1.25 to 1.33 times the length of the hinge rods. 
This ensures that the grate remains stable when 
you stand a heavy pot on top.

Therefore the total amount of studding you 
need will be 4.7 times the length of your hinge 
rods.

Like steel, studding is usually sold in standard 
lengths of 1 metre – so unless you’re using huge pots
you’re unlikely to exceed that length.

Step 3. Marking out, cutting and finishing
Whether you’re using a single length of steel sec-

tion, or small off-cuts, the first job is to mark them out 
for cutting:

 Measure two lengths at the selected width of 
your grate top; then

 Measure the four selected lengths of the legs.

It’s important to mark straight lines across the sec-
tion using an indelible pen – on both sides of the 
steel angle as you’ll need to cut each separately.

It’s also important that those lines are ‘square’ to 
the edge. If you have a carpenter’s or engineer’s 
square that’s quite simple. If not then any ‘square’ 
card can be used to mark a square line – such as an 
old credit/ATM card, or even an old train ticket:

When you’ve marked the lines on the steel section 
you should mark the drill holes. Where to locate the 
holes is based upon the width of your steel section 
(or, if it is ‘L’-shaped, the shortest side).

As shown in the diagram on page 2:
 The centre of the ‘hinge’ holes on grate top sec-

tions should be in the middle of the section 
width, one width of the steel section side away 
from either end;

 The centre of the hinge holes on the leg sec-
tions – to ensure that the legs rotate past 90 de-
grees and rest at an angle to keep the top sta-
ble – should be in middle of the section width, 
one half of the width of the steel section from 
the top end of the leg;

 The opposite side of the steel angle to the hinge
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hole on the legs must have a square cut away –
draw a line one section width from the end right 
across the width;

 Finally, the ‘stand’ rod holes in the legs have to 
be in one corner, ideally 3 millimetres (roughly 
one-tenth of an inch) from each side of the cor-
ner – so that when the nuts are fitted they 
neatly meet the edges of the steel section.

When you finish, your steel section should look 
something like this along its length:

Most importantly – note that two of the legs are
“left”-handed, and two are “right”-handed, as 
shown in the diagram on page 2.

Place the steel section vertically on the table, with 
the angle facing upwards towards you:

 Two of the four leg sections must have a hinge 
hole at the top on the left-hand side of the an-
gle, with the stand hole at the bottom-left corner
of each section; and

 the other two must have the hinge hole on the 
right at the top, and the section hole at the bot-
tom-right corner.

 For left or right, the opposite side of the hinge 
holes needs to have a square of metal cut-out,  
one width of the steel section from the end.

Marking-out the studding is easier. Simply mea-
sure two lengths selected for the hinge rods, and 
then two lengths selected for the stand rods.

Of course the thread is a spiral – so you should 
mark the groove with a small mark in the thread at 
the right distance, rather than trying to hap-haphaz-
ardly mark a neat circle all the way around.

Cutting the angle steel sections
Now that everything is marked-up you can cut up 

the metal. To do this you need a hacksaw.
It’s easier to use a large hacksaw with a hardened 

blade. The blades of small ‘junior’ hacksaws are a lit-
tle too soft to cut the steel sections easily, and espe-
cially the studding.

Most importantly, keep your thumb out of the way, 
and angle the blade downward below your thumb to 
avoid cutting it (as shown above).

If in doubt, count all your digits before and after the
cutting work – if the numbers do not match (either 
way) seek medical attention immediately. ☺

To cut the sections and studding you could grip 
them securely in a vice – best and safest.

If you don’t have a vice then you could cut it on a 
flat worktop, or a right-angle ‘  mitre block’7 to hold the 
section firmly. The simplest alternative is a toolbox 
which has a ‘V’ shape notch moulded into it – which 
is the option used in this guide.

Most importantly, take your time – it’s not a race!
For each angled section you need to cut one side 

until you reach the middle, then turn the section and 
continue cutting until you reach the other side.

If you’ve got the section on a flat surface don’t try 
and cut down through the whole thing starting from 
the top. It’s very hard work, and it’s easy to go off at 
an angle – ending up with something that’s not 
square. Just cut one side at a time.

To cut the ‘cut-out’ sections on the legs, cut from 
the side to the middle, then turn the leg around and 
cut from the end down the angle of the section until 
you meet your first cut. Again, it’s very easy to wan-
der off the angle, so take care to keep straight.

Unless you’re using a vice, this is also the cut 
where you’re most likely to injure yourself because 
you can’t easily keep your fingers out of the way, so 
be careful! – as shown in the picture at the top-left of 
the next page.

When you’ve finished cutting a section, it’s very im-
portant to use a metal file8 to smooth off the edges of 
the cuts, and around the sharp corners.

Cut edges are rough, and easily scratch or cut the 
skin; the sharp corners will certainly scratch deeply. 
Filing-off the edges is as much about safety as it is 
having a nice neat finish to your pieces of work.

Also, at the ‘hinge’ end of the legs, use the file to 
remove a large amount of metal on the ‘pointy’ top 
corners – producing a more rounded profile.
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As these corners face upwards, rounding the end 
prevents the corner causing injury if you absent-
mindedly put your hand down on the grate when it is 
upright.

Cutting the studding
Compared to the angled sections cutting the stud-

ding appears easy; just one straight cut... Wrong!
In fact it is very difficult because you must also pro-

tect the screw thread – otherwise you won’t be able 
to screw the nuts onto the rod.

There’s a very simple way of cutting the rod, finish-
ing the rough end with a file, and then opening-up the
thread.

Use two nuts, threaded along the rod so each is 
1cm to 2cm (roughly 1”) either side of the mark you 
made on the thread – as shown in the picture at the 
top-right of this page.

Position the nuts, then cut the rod. You may have 
to stop and move the nuts as the vibration sometimes
makes them move towards the cut.

When cut, finish BOTH cut ends with a file, turning 
the rod so that it’s smooth all the way around.

Then slowly unscrew the nut from each end to-
wards the cut. This will force the
thread back into place if it was
damaged during the cutting/filing of
the rod.

Just to make sure, thread the
nut back onto the rod again.

When you’ve finished cutting all
the parts, they should look some-
thing like the picture on the right
(which has yet to have the holes
drilled).

Drilling the holes
The best way to drill the holes is with a pillar drill9 –

but most ‘ordinary’ people don’t have those. 
If you have a hand-held power drill, that’s OK, but 

to keep the work secure while drilling it’s a good idea 
to use a piece of square scrap wood – clamping (or 
sticky taping) the piece to the corner of the wood. 
This keeps the work piece square and one hand free 
to work the drill. (note, it should be ‘scrap’ wood be-
cause you’re going to drill through the metal into it). 

If not using a pillar drill, when drilling metal the drill 
bit it has a tendency to skid before starting to cut – 
meaning you might not drill the hole in the right place.
There are two ways to avoid this:

 Use a very small (1mm or 2mm) drill bit to make
a small hole – called a ‘pilot hole’ – and then 
change the bit to make the full-sized hole; or, 
more wastefully,

 Put some soft PVC or gaffer tape over the 
metal, mark where the hole is on the tape, and 
then carefully start to drill – the soft tape should 
stop the skidding long enough for the drill to 
start cutting the metal.
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If you try and force the rod through too-small a 
hole you’re likely to damage the thread. Ideally the 
drill bit needs to be slightly larger than the studding. 
For example, for 6mm studding use a 6.5mm bit.

The bits need to be ‘high speed steel’ (HSS) bits. 
Wood bits will quickly blunt if used on steel.

Finally, when you have drilled the holes, run the file
over the faces of the steel to remove any burrs which 
are standing up. This isn’t just for safety; it’s to en-
sure the nuts fit tightly up to the face of the steel.

Step 4. Assembling the grate
When the metal is all cut and the holes drilled you 

can move on to assemble the grate.
Each end/pair of legs is assembled one at a time.
The two shortest rods are the hinges. Take a hinge

rod and thread two nuts on each side, and then push 
the grate top sections onto the rod – as shown below:

Next, one side at a time, thread two more nuts on 
each end. Position the outer end nut flush on the end 
of the rod, and then move the next towards it until it 
won’t move any further.

Now we have to ‘lock’ the nuts.
Hold the outside nut with a spanner, pliers or a 

socket. Now use a spanner (the easiest option), or if 
you have no spanner some pliers, to tighten the inner
nut hard towards the outer nut – as shown below:

Now push the steel section up against the locked 
nuts, and then hand-tighten nearest nut so that the 
steel can’t move. Then hand tighten the inside nut 
tight against it.

Now we have to lock the inner two nuts, but in the 
reverse order.

Hold the inside nut with pliers, and then tighten the

nut against the steel away from the steel and towards
the inside nut. The movement is small, but small 
enough to create a loose hinge.

If the hinge moves, but is stiff enough to hold its 
position when you gently shake the top section, then 
it’s OK. If the leg moves freely when shaken, undo 
the nuts and start again.

Now repeat that operation on the other side of the 
hinge. When you finish your hinge it should look like 
this:

Now we have to attach the longer ‘stand’ rod – 
which is harder than it looks.

Begin by threading two nuts – one about 1cm from 
one end, the other about one third of the way along 
the rod. Then take the ‘long’ end of the rod and 
thread it through one of the holes in the leg – far 
enough so that the other end can fit through the hole 
in the other leg when you pull it back.

Now thread a nut onto the ‘short’ end you just 
pushed through the hole. Position it so that it’s flush 
with the end of the rod. Move the leg up against that 
nut, and then tighten the nearest inner nut so that the
leg is sandwiched firmly between two nuts.

Now we have to lock these nuts, except this time 
the steel leg will be sandwiched in the middle.

Put pliers or a spanner on the outer nut, and then 
tighten the inner nut towards it hard against the steel.

The next part is where it gets hard.
Thread a nut on the other end of the rod so it’s 

flush with the end. The problem is that the inner nut 
will not easily move towards the outer nut; the leg 
moves in an arc and traps the thread of the rod.

What you must do is carefully, a little bit at a time, 
bend each leg outwards a little – and then move the 
leg towards the nut at the end. Each time it traps on 
the thread, bend the legs out a little more.
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When the leg can rest against the nut without trap-
ping, tighten the remaining nut up to the leg and then 
lock them together. This will take a few turns as each 
turn bends the corner of the leg until it is tight.

Finally, with the legs 
at an angle, you will 
have a ‘triangle’ of 
metal pointing up.

Get the pliers on the 
inside (grate side) of 
the leg, trapping the rod
and the metal triangle 
between the jaws, and 
then pull the pliers back

to bend the metal around the rod. This makes a nice 
neat and level stand, and should look like the picture 
on the left.

When both legs are complete, the finished stand 
should look like the picture below:

Now repeat that for the other end of the grate.
When finished you might have to twist the structure

slightly, but it should stand squarely, with all four legs 
touching on the surface of the worktop – like this:

If one of the legs moves a little too far outward, it 
will not stand square. If so you can bend the bottom 
corner of the grate section to form a stop for the leg –
adjusting it slightly until the leg is in the right position. 
This can be seen in the picture above on the right 
side of the grate top (the small bright triangle).

Finally, the big test. If everything is put together 
properly, and square, you should now be able to push
the legs inwards until the stand rods rest against the 
bottom edge of the grate.

The grate will not fold completely flat because the 
rods are in the way – and we wouldn’t want to cut 
slots in the metal because it would weaken the grate, 
just at the point where it needs the most strength.

The finished, folded grate should look like the pic-
ture below:

Isn’t this just a big, heavy hunk of metal?
Due to its overall proportions, and assuming you 

sized it correctly, one of the big advantages of this 
grate most over commercially available small wood-
fuelled grates is… it can take two saucepans!

If you’re cooking outdoors, using two saucepans 
makes the whole task of outdoor cooking a lot easier.

So how does the weight of this big hunk of metal 
compare, for example, to something like the standard
Campingaz single-pan stove?

The standard Campingaz stove comes in two 
parts: the regulator, with the gas tap and burner; and 
the removable cylinder, which contains the fuel.

The regulator weighs around 200 grams (7oz). The
standard CV300+ cylinder, when full, weights around 
350 grams (12oz); and around 100 grams when 
empty. Therefore the whole package is somewhere 
between 300 grams (11oz) and 550 grams (19oz).

The Stick-Fire Grate used as an example in this
guide – 26cm wide, 9cm/12cm deep, with 12cm 
legs – weighs in at roughly 275 grams (10oz).

Of course the great advantage of the stick-fire 
grate is that you don’t have to carry the fuel – you 
pick up some sticks when it’s time to stop.
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How to use the Stick-Fire Grate
By “stick fire” what we mean is any woody biomass

which is 1cm (⅜”) in a diameter or less; stuff you can 
snap with your fingers – no saw required.

In most areas of the country there’s a plentiful sup-
ply of fuel for the grate available. That could be: small
wind-fall twigs from trees; the thatch that collects at 
the bottom of a hedge when it is flailed each year; or 
in late summer, it could be handfuls of waste straw 
gathered from a field and given a twist to form a ‘log’.

Sticks burn quickly. That means you get through 
quite a few. However, sticks are far more plentiful in 
the countryside than thick branches, logs or large 
lumps of wood – and take much less effort to collect.

Most importantly, you can gather sticks without 
having to remove them from any standing tree or 
shrub. What’s more, while logs and branches are an 
important habitat for bugs and beetles, small sticks 
(less than 1cm/⅜” diameter) are not.

As sticks burn quickly, the heat produced changes 
quickly in response to how many sticks are put on the
fire. This allows a certain level of heat control; cer-
tainly more quickly than with heavier cut/split logs.

To begin light a fire in the centre of the grate. 
When you have a bed of red embers to keep the 
sticks you add burning, you can start cooking.

Controlling the heat you apply to one or both pans 
involves varying the amount of sticks burning under 
each/both pans:

 For the hottest heat – e.g. to boil water – use 
one saucepan directly over the fire;

 For a lower heat, move the saucepan(s) to one 
end so that one side is heated (you may need 
to turn the saucepan occasionally to keep the 
contents hot all over/stop one side burning);

 To ‘simmer’, allow the fire to die down as the 
sticks burn, and then feed just enough sticks to 
keep the fire burning at a very low level.

Taking care of the world around you
Here are a few simple rules to ensure that your 

small stick fire doesn’t cause damage:
To avoid leaving a scorch mark you need to start 

with a patch of bare earth; ideally a little below 
ground level so that you can cover it when you leave.

Don’t light a fire on the dark black soils of wood-
lands, or the peaty soils of mountains or fens. You 
could inadvertently set the ground on fire, which 
might resurface later as a forest or grass fire.

If you have to remove a leaf litter or moss to make 
a shallow pit, it’s not a good place to light a fire – 
move somewhere else.

Most importantly, if you’re not setting the fire on a 
bare patch of earth or stones, you should remove a 
patch of grass – which you replace when you’ve fin-
ished to cover the remaining traces of your fire.

Better still, use a metal receptacle – like the base 
of a storm kettle – to light the fire in, which will protect
the ground from burning. You’ll still produce a scorch 
mark though, so again use a patch of bare ground or 
remove the turf first and replace it when finished.
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Use a knife to cut a rectangle around 5cm/2” deep,
lever-up one corner, then gently scrape underneath 
with the knife to remove a single, intact turf. Move the
turf away to keep it safe. If you’re stopping for a num-
ber of hours, water it to prevent the roots drying out.

Now light the fire in the shallow hole.
Ideally light a fire next to a body of water, like a 

ditch, stream or pond. That’s because, even though 
it’s only a small fire, you must drench the embers in 
water to extinguish them before you leave. Using 
drinking water for that is a waste.

The reason they must be cold is that the next step 
is to scoop up the ash and charcoal and scatter them.
I like to think of it as an offering to nature for the gift 
of the sticks.

If you leave the embers in one heap the excess 
nutrients can damage sensitive plants/grasses and 
promote the growth of coarse grasses and ‘weeds’. 
Scattering the nutrients stops that.

When you have finished, and drenched and scat-
tered the ashes, return the turf back to its original po-
sition – and water it to ensure it doesn’t dry out.

If you do this properly, you should leave no nasty 
scorch mark on the ground where your fire was.

This also means, for the sake of simplicity, the best
place to light a fire is on bare mud or soil. For exam-
ple, river banks, excavated soil or quarried land, or 
around the bare edges of cultivated land.

The same principle applies though – scatter the 
drenched embers, and use a brush of twigs to re-
move all marks of the fire having been there. 

A “fire” is not just sticks burning
If you cook regularly on wood you begin to appreci-

ate how fire is a ‘living’ thing; that you must learn to 
negotiate with by using different tactics.

When you set-up you need to be aware of the wind
– which will affect both the heat, and also the speed 
at which the fire burns. You might set-up a wind-
break to protect the fire if the wind is too strong, per-
haps weaving it from sticks and grasses.

You must also learn about wood, how to identify 
different trees, and the ‘heat’ value of trees and 
shrubs.

Oak gives a good ‘clean’ heat; pines (and pine 
cones) or birch burn ferociously with some black 
smoke; hazel or ash burn more slowly, with clean 
smoke; shrubs like elder burn badly, producing rather
noxious smoke.

Even if it is raining, provided that the dead sticks 
are not in contact with the ground, they will still be rel-
atively dry inside – certainly dry enough to burn when
heated over the embers. Inside the base of a hedge, 
or around the base of a tree/shrub where it is shel-
tered by the leaves above, you can usually find 
enough sticks and dry leaves to start the fire.

This is the other great advantage of the Stick-Fire 
Grate over a gas stove:

 With gas, you turn it on, strike a match, and it 
burns – at most you just have to turn the knob 
up and down to vary the heat.

 With the Stick-Fire Grate, just by the fact that 
you are using sticks, you are already having to 
engage with the diversity of nature – under-
standing about weather, types of wood, and 
where to find them.

The mistake of those who try and restrict camp
fires is that they assume they are likely to cause 
damage. In fact, to use a camp fire well you have 
to engage with nature – and take care over it.

Is it legal to light a fire with sticks?
That is a very interesting and revealing question – 

one which goes to the heart of the issue of land 
rights, and our relationship to land, in Britain.

Answering that question is as much a history ques-
tion as it is a practical interpretation of the law.

Let’s start with Scotland
It’s legal to camp anywhere on ‘open land’10 (as 

defined in the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003); you
can stay in the same location for a few days; and as 
part of that you are allowed to light a   small   fire11 – as 
outlined in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code12 .

Why does Scotland have such a relaxed right to 
roam, camp and light fires on open land?

When William the Conqueror invaded in 1066 he 
“privatized” the land – handing all rights over the use 
of the land, and what is on it, to his henchmen.

Today, their heirs still own a third of Britain13 .
William never made it past the Scottish border. 

This is why the ‘ancient’ rights to camp and light fires 
persist to today – and have become part of the Scot-
tish cultural identity.

If William invaded in 1996 rather than 1066, the 
UN would have declared the seizure of the land, 
and the negating of traditional indigenous rights, 
as illegal under international law14 – and de-
manded the return of the land to its native people.
So why should we tolerate this situation today?
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In England and Wales
The Countryside Code2 doesn’t actually ‘ban’ hav-

ing a small fire in the countryside. What it states is,
Fires can be as devastating to wildlife and habitats as 
they are to people and property – so be careful with 
naked flames and cigarettes at any time of the year.

Instead what the code puts emphasis on generally 
is “leaving no trace” – which is a good thing.

In England and Wales, the situation is that all land 
is ‘private’ – even notionally ‘public’ land owned by lo-
cal councils, the MoD or the Forestry Commission.

If you light a fire on ‘private’ land without permis-
sion that can be considered an offence under civil 
law. You could be sued through the High or County 
Court for damages (not just the physical damage to 
the land, but to the ‘land rights’ of the owner)..

Likewise if you ‘reside’ (i.e., camp) on the land 
without permission, the same applies.

If you go to a camp site which allows fires, then 
you’re OK. Otherwise, in England and Wales you’re 
always open to some form of legal harassment.

On land owned by councils, and especially the 
Ministry of Defence and government agencies, 
byelaws15 restrict what you can and cannot do.

In nearly all cases byelaws include clauses on not 
camping, and never lighting fires. There should be 
signs listing the byelaws, but often there are not, or 
they get vandalized.

On land classed as ‘National Nature Reserves’, or 
lesser ‘Sites of Special Scientific Interest’, it is also 
possible that byelaws prohibit the lighting of fires. But
why would you want to light a fire in a legally desig-
nated nature reserve anyway? – there’s so much 
land around that isn’t.

If caught the level of penalties will vary, but legally 
it’s the equivalent of getting a hefty parking ticket.

One specific issue is ‘open access land’16 defined 
under the ‘right to roam’ legislation. This contains var-
ious clauses in Schedule 217 which are generally 
against on people doing ‘primitivist’-type18 activities –
specifically, anyone who:

 lights or tends a fire or does any act which is 
likely to cause a fire,

 bathes in any non-tidal water,

 intentionally removes, damages or destroys any
plant, shrub, tree or root or any part of a plant, 
shrub, tree or root,

 engages in... camping.

Note, this does not create a ‘criminal’ offence.
The effect of the ‘general restrictions’ is that your 

access rights are withdrawn – meaning you’re then 
fair game for any civil claim (trespass/damage), or 
action under any byelaws, just as if you were on any 
site not covered by the ‘right to roam’ legislation.

Collecting sticks and the law
Burning sticks is an issue in and of itself. Legally 

trees belong to people – you shouldn’t cut them down
or remove branches without permission.

A very few areas of common land have common 
rights, called ‘estovers’, to collect wood – but they are
nearly always for local people, not the general public.

However, if the sticks/small branches have fallen 
from a tree, or if you pick the stick ‘thatch’ left from 
the flailing of hedgerows from the bottom of the 
hedge, that’s a grey area – because it’s ‘waste’.

How far you take that principle is also a grey area 
– for example a wind-fallen (not intentionally felled), 
completely dead tree where the branches are rotting.

As a real-world base-line, it’s a really bad for both 
nature and society to remove branches from living 
trees and shrubs. Apart from visual damage, it can in-
troduce disease which might kill them.

In any case, there’s always enough sticks around if
you look hard enough. Some areas you might not 
think of, for example, along the side of river banks 
and lakes, and along the seashore:

After floods sticks get jammed in the stems and 
branches of water-side trees and shrubs, and espe-
cially in wire fences. When the flood subsides and the
weather improves, all those sticks are left, quite liter-
ally, ‘high and dry’ – and ideal for fire-making.

Likewise, you’ll always find sticks on the strand-
line of the high 'Spring' tides19 at the top of the fore-
shore along coasts and estuaries. 

page 10 © June 2017, Paul Mobbs for the Free Range Network

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tidal_range
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anarcho-primitivism
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/37/schedule/2/crossheading/general-restrictions/enacted
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-access-land-management-rights-and-responsibilities
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Byelaws_in_the_United_Kingdom
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/558112/countryside-code.pdf


Conclusion: This is not just about
cooking, it’s about ecological 
consciousness!

What do you get out of building your own stick
grate for outdoors cooking?

Firstly, making the grate is a practical task, in-
volving tools and reforming materials to make
something – rather than buying it. That develops
your creative abilities to serve your own needs,
outside of the general economic process.

Secondly, it’s a more ecological approach to
camping outdoors – using a fuel which has little
impact on the environment.

Thirdly, in order to use the stick grate well it’s
not just a matter of tending a fire and cooking;
you have to learn about different types of tree
and shrub, to know which is best to cook on, and
where to find them – which requires practical ex-
perience outdoors and becoming conscious of
the natural environment.

Finally, and not inconsequentially, you have to
develop a sense of shared responsibility for the
natural environment – not just in terms of making
sure your fire does no harm, but also challenging
Britain’s inequitable land laws which would seek
to prohibit this essential, ancient human activity.

Making the grate is easy. With practice, you
can master lighting and tending a fire to cook
on – without the need to use fossil fuels20.
The true effort outlined here is challenging
England’s historically inequitable land laws.

It is only by moving towards a shared and
equitable approach to land access – for ex-
ample, the Scottish system – that people will
be able to engage with, have a link to, and
therefore have concern for the land.

In the end, that greater Englis  h/Wels  h21 
“land rights”22 project is the real aim in de-
veloping this guide, and encouraging people
to build and use their own Free Range DIY
‘Feral’ Stick-Fire Cooking Grate.
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