
 

©  Ford and Lord International Pty Ltd 
www.fordandlord.com 

 

Fire and Fuel:   

Fire is defined as a state, process, or 
instance of combustion in which fuel is 
ignited and combined with oxygen  giving 
off light, heat, and flame. 

Fuel is defined as a combustible matter 
which can be used to create or maintain 
fire. Coal, wood, oil and natural gas – all 
are examples of fuel commonly used 
today. 

 It would be a great idea to define 
combustion as well.   

Combustion is a chemical reaction that 
occurs between a fuel and oxygen that 

produces energy,  usually in the form of heat and light.  At a certain point in  
combustion reaction (called the ignition point)  flames are produced. 
Flames consist primarily of carbon dioxide, water vapor, oxygen and 
nitrogen. Fire emits heat and light. In order for combustion and fire to occur, 
three things must be present: fuel, oxygen and an igniting agent.  

The first use of fire by early humans was probably one of the first 
evolutionary steps taken by the most intelligent creation of nature towards 
differentiating itself from the rest of the animals.   

Many of the stories relating to the origin of fire are stunning and dramatic. 
While they vary in details but there are similarities in many stories about the 
origin and first use of fire in all cultures around the world. 

It is believed that early humans first witnessed fire that occurred as a result 
of lightning. They did not know how to ignite it, but still managed to 
understand the worth of it. Fire became one of the most valuable assets. It 
was fiercely guarded. Tribes would attack other tribes just to steal fire. Fires 
needed watching, not only to keep them from going out, but from 
spreading, or  theft, so a fire-keeper was delegated to the work, thus 
starting a social organization. With the acquisition of fire came the problem 
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of preserving it, and interesting examples of the creativity of man became 
apparent.  While it was comparatively easier to keep fire from dying out by 
continuously replenishing dried wood in burning fire in geographical areas 
that had plenty of  dried wood, people living in deserts invented cunning 
ways to preserve fire where this 
natural fuel was in short supply. 

One astonishing method was the use 
of dried camel dung which is very 
similar to coal for the purpose and 
when red hot, was dipped in honey 
using egg shells of large birds as 
containers.  Egg shells of ostriches 
and even bigger birds were 
commonly used. When needed, the 
‘preserved’ balls of fuel would be 
taken out of honey and crushed. The 
cores would still be red hot, which 
were then used to ignite fire on dried 
grass. Camel dung is still used in 
Egypt and Persia as  fuel.  The method was also an excellent way to 
transport fire.  Other than camel dung, dried cow manure is still being used 
in some countries as fuel such as in India, Nepal and some other countries. 

The use of fire improved quality of life. It provided warmth and comfort in 
colder seasons, kept wild animals away at night and provided a way to 
cook food. It may have prolonged life by killing germs in raw food. The fire 
not only made certain foods  easy to absorb  but also made them  
particularly tasty.  

Types of Fuels: 

Hydrocarbons: 

Of course dried wood, dried grass, animals waste and hay were some of 
the  fuels available for burning to our ancestors.  Hydrocarbons are by far 
the most common source of fuel used by humans today for the purpose of 
combustion.  Hydrocarbon is a generic name used for compounds of 
hydrogen and carbon. These include natural gas, petrol, oils and  propane 
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among many others.  Hydrocarbons can be sold, liquid or gases. Natural 
gas is an example of gaseous form of hydrocarbons while petrol is liquid. 

Non Hydrocarbons: 

Charcoal, coal, wood, animal droppings, hay and dried grass are among 
conventional fuels used hundreds of years ago as well as today. All these 
fuels are carbon based because the main component that burns in these 
fuels is carbon. Around 40 % of world’s electricity comes from coal which is 
burnt to drive large turbines and generate electricity.  

Liquid Hydrogen: 

Today, liquid hydrogen is used as a fuel in rockets by many countries 
involved in launching satellites.  This is the best choice known today 
because of high density of energy it provides in  minimum possible volume. 
The fuel is environmentally  friendly as it does not produce carbon dioxide 
in the process. The by-product of burning hydrogen is water and heat only.  
However, it cannot be used for cooking or heating  nor it can replace 
petroleum in vehicles.  

2H2 + O2 =  2H2O + Heat 

Chemical reaction in the combustion process (fire): 

The complete combustion of hydrocarbon fuels using oxygen (O2) 
produces carbon dioxide (CO2), water and heat. The balanced chemical 
equation for the complete combustion of propane (C3H8) in oxygen is;  

 C3H8 + 5O2 = 3CO2 + 4H20 + Heat 

The equation states that one molecule of propane is mixed with  five 
molecules of oxygen to produce three molecules of carbon dioxide and 
heat as a result of combustion (fire). 

Fire in Religions: 

Because of enormous strength , destroying and killing  power, fire has been 

worshiped in many cultures throughout history.  
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Comprehension: 

What is the definition of fire? 

 

 

 

What is the definition of fuel? 

 

 

 

What is the definition of combustion ? 

 

 

 

What was the most commonly used fuel by ancient civilizations? 

 

 

 

 

According to the article, how did early humans find out about fire? 
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What extraordinary method did  humans  living in deserts used to preserve 

and transport fire? 

 

 

 

What are three essential things necessary to produce fire? 

 

 

 

How did fire improve quality of life in prehistoric humans? 

 

 

 

What is the most efficient fuel known to humans today? Provide two 

reasons for your answer: 
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