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Fire 

Starters for 
Camping



Introduction

• Many people go camping each year and I wanted to help with 
finding an easy way to start a fire.

• Watching my dad start fires, the matches burn too fast for the 
wood to catch on fire.

• I like to watch survival shows and they show different ways to 
start fires like rubbing sticks together.

• This made me think about What things around the house would be 
the best way to make a do-it-yourself fire starter for camping?



Research

Ways to start a fire:

• Using sticks rubbed together and friction

• Using sparks from flint  or quartz and 
carbon steel knife

• Matches or lighters

• Sun and clear lens like ice, plastic, glass, 
or metal to make a sunlight beam

• Battery and steel wool or gum wrapper

• Some chemical mixtures

Materials used for fire 
starters:

• wood

• grass

• leaves

• sawdust

• dryer lint

• wax

• paper

• cotton or other material

• charcoal and lighter fluid

• egg cartons

• Hand sanitizer

• Chips

• Duct tape

• Rubber tubing

• Cardboard

• Pinecones

• Orange peels

• Nutshells

• Cattails

• Moss 

• Cupcake liners



QUESTION 

What is the best do it 
yourself fire starter for 

camping?
I think that cotton balls 
mixed with petroleum 

jelly will burn the 
longest and the hottest 

for a fire starter.



Materials

✓ ¼ cup lint

✓ ¼ cup saw dust

✓ ¼ cup cotton balls

✓ ¼ cup pencil shavings

✓ 4 Tablespoons petroleum 
jelly

✓ Lighter

✓ 11 paver bricks

✓ 2 pieces of heavy 
hardware cloth

✓ Water

Science tools and Safety

✓ Stopwatch

✓ Instant read digital 
thermometer

✓ Glass measuring cup

✓ Safety goggles

✓ Safety mask

✓ Gloves

✓ Fire extinguisher

Picture of my materials used



Variables and Control

My Independent variables 
that were changed for 

each burn were the type 
of material burned. 

• Lint 

• Sawdust 

• Pencil Shavings 

• Cotton balls

My Controls that remained 
the same included:

• Amount of material 

• Amount of petroleum 
jelly used in each mixture

• Amount of water to 
measure temperature

The Dependent variables 
that I measured included:

• Difference in the 
temperature of the water 
for each burn

• Time it took each to burn



Procedure

1. Gather all your supplies and materials.

2. Make a U shape with three pavers, place hardware cloth on top, then stack three more pavers on top, 
place the second piece of hardware cloth, finally add another layer of pavers, with two more on the 
edges. (see picture left)

3. Mix together ¼ cup of lint with 1 Tablespoon of petroleum jelly.

4. Repeat the mixing of each other material (sawdust, pencil shavings and cotton balls) with 1 Tablespoon 
of petroleum jelly

5. Add ½ cup water to glass measuring cup and place on top of top level of the hardware cloth

6. Place the mixture of lint and jelly ball on top of the bottom hardware cloth

7. Take temperature of the water.

8. Make sure to have goggles, mask and fire extinguisher nearby.

9. Using a lighter, light the ball of lint and jelly and start the timer.

10. Monitor the burn and make note of any observations.

11. Once the ball has completely burned out stop the timer and take the temperature of the water. Record 
data of the time and temperature in your data collection table.

12. Repeat steps (5-11) for each of the other three materials.

13. Once all data for each fire starter has been collected, make sure all materials are cool and discarded.
Picture of set up



Data

Data Collection

Water Temp 

Start (F)

Time to burn 

in Seconds

Water Temp 

End (F)

Difference in 

Temperature 

(F)

Lint and Jelly 99.80 395.61 190.7 90.90

Cotton and 

Jelly
93.20 570.51 193.2 100.00

Sawdust and 

Jelly
95.00 854.2 184.8 89.80

Pencil 

Shavings and 

Jelly

80.10 747.58 199.9 119.80Picture of the sawdust and jelly burning



Results



Discussion and Interpretation

• Sawdust and Jelly burned the longest at 14 minutes and 14 seconds but 
was the least hot. The longer burn would allow more time for the wood 
on your fire to light.

• The hottest burning material was the pencil shavings and jelly that 
made the water temperature go up 119.8˚F with the second longest 
time at 12 minutes and 27 seconds.

• Based on the data and results of each material burned, my hypothesis 
of cotton balls burning the longest and hottest was not supported.



Implications and Future Ideas

• Learning what materials burn the longest and fastest can help 
those that go camping be ready for starting a fire quickly and 
easily.

• The longer and hotter burn would give more time for logs or wood 
to light.

• For any future experiments on the best fire starters, I would like 
to combine different materials together to see how that changes 
the results.

• I would also consider testing some other store-bought fire starters 
to see how they compare to those you can make at home.

• Finally, using only things found in nature to see which one is the 
easiest to light and work with as a fire starter.



References

• 8 Homemade Firestarters. (2020, February 1). Explore Magazine. 
https://www.explore-mag.com/homemade-fire-starters

• Bressler, S. (2020, March 3). 27+ DIY Fire Starters That You Can Make At 
Home (+ The BEST 5 You Can Buy!). The Crazy Outdoor Mama. 
https://www.thecrazyoutdoormama.com/27-diy-fire-starters-that-you-can-
make-at-home-the-best-5-you-can-buy/

• Woeltje, R. (2020, February 20). 10 DIY Fire Starter Ideas. The Dyrt
Magazine. https://thedyrt.com/magazine/lifestyle/diy-fire-starter-ideas/


