
HOW TO START A FIRE IN AN AIR-TIGHT WOOD STOVE OR FIREPLACE 
 
 
In all non-catalytic inserts, stoves and fireplaces, the fire is built directly on the firebox 
floor. No grate is needed or required- the firebox is too small to accommodate a grate, 
and it will warp/melt very quickly in the high temperatures produced.  
 
If there is any gold plate or nickel plate door trim, wipe it down with rubbing alcohol and 
a soft cloth before burning your first fire. This is to prevent any acid etching from taking 
place. After the first fire, acid etching should not be a problem as the plating should be 
bonded to the door frame.  
 
Make sure that the primary air control(s) is open fully. Build your first 3 fires during the 
late afternoon when the weather is warmer and you can open windows. As the 1200 
degree paint bonds to the metal, there is actually a molecular exchange between the two 
surfaces, and there will be a chemical smell in the air. You want these first fires to be 
small fires, slow fires and short fires. If you build a roaring fire during the first three 
burns, you will run the risk of blistering or peeling the paint rather than curing it properly. 
 

1. Crumple up 6-12 newspaper sheets. Do NOT use colored or high gloss paper.  
2. Layer 3-4 layers of kindling making sure each layer is at right angles to the layer 

below it in order to create air spaces. Diagonally usually works the best.  
3. Light the paper in 3 spots-left, right and center. Push the door up against the stove 

frame without closing or latching the door. The air control should be wide open. 
4. The small amount of airspace creates a funnel effect and the fire will take off like 

a mini tornado. The burst of heat and circular motion is essential to push out the 
“cold plug” of dense cold air that has accumulated in the flue since the last fire. 

5. As soon as the kindling is blazing, open door and add 2-3 small to medium pieces 
of seasoned dry wood. Pine and doug fir can be used for starting the fire, but 
hardwood should be used for the bulk of your burning. Push the stove door up 
against the frame but do not latch or close it yet. 

6. When the kindling is all gone, and the 2-3 medium pieces are burning well, add 
several more medium pieces on top of them (or one larger piece) and push the 
door up against the frame of the firebox.. 

7. About 10-15 minutes later, if fire is blazing away, close door and latch it down 
airtight. If this is one of your first three fires open the stove door every 15 minutes 
or the paint bonding will “glue” the door shut. . Once the stove temp on the 
thermometer reaches 200 degrees, don’t add any more wood and let the fire burn 
itself out. If this is NOT one of your first 3 fires, continue with instructions: 

8. After the fire has been burning well (min. temp on thermometer 300 degrees) for 
45-60 minutes, edge in the knob/lever for the primary air control just a little bit. 
Check the burn pattern after a few minutes. If the fire is still burning strongly, 
edge it in a little more. If the fire dies down to the point of poor sluggish burn, or 
smouldering, pull the air control back out a little. This is called “fine tuning” the 
burn and the goal is to force the stove to start burning the collected gases inside 
the airtight firebox. However you do not want to starve the fire of oxygen and 



have it go out on you. There needs to be a hot bed of coals for this to function 
properly at this stage and keep the fire going. If you don’t have a good bed of 
coals, wait until you do to begin reducing draft. On most installations, when the 
air control is pushed in half to two thirds of the way, you will have a good slow 
hot fire with slower burn times and greater firebox temperatures. However, you 
will also get more creosote on the ceramic “glass”- especially in the first 3-5 fires. 
If you boost firebox temperatures up to about 500 degrees the majority of the 
creosote will burn right off the glass. Use Speedy White stove glass cleaner when 
your glass is cool to take off any unwanted creosote. Excessive creosote build-up 
can be removed by using a single edge razor blade. GENTLY glide it down the 
inside of the cooled glass at a 45 degree angle, being careful to not scratch the 
ceramic glass.  

9. In areas with excessive cold moist air (especially snow regions) or with extra tall 
chimney systems, building the fire properly up front is critically important to 
knocking the cold plug out of the pipe system and preventing smoke from 
backdrafting into the home. You may need more paper and kindling than normal 
for this, especially with an open fireplace.  

 
It is important to know that for highly combustion-efficient clean burns, you will 
need to have sufficient temperatures inside the firebox for thorough combustion. 
The best method for determining if you have sufficiently high temperatures is to watch 
the brick lining in your firebox. When you first light your stove, the bricks will turn a 
dark brown or black. After 20-30 minutes of a hot fire, most of the bricks should return to 
near their original light brown or yellow color. This means the bricks have reached a high 
enough temperature for your stove to achieve high combustion efficiency. Monitor the 
stove temp during this process. Note the temperature when the brick lining of your stove 
reaches proper operating conditions, and use this information to obtain consistent 
performance. Make sure that all wood is sufficiently dry and cured, but not so old as to be 
rotted and lacking in BTU value. Try to keep a 2-3 day supply of wood in the house, as 
wood that is up off the ground and tarped can still absorb moisture from the air when 
humidity is high (when it has been raining).  
 
A stove thermometer can be purchased at Stove and Spa Center to determine exact 
temperatures inside your firebox.  


