
HOW TO

START A FIRE     
A Parable and Parody on Starting a 

Company for Entrepreneurs
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Find two sticks. 
Don’t get lost in the woods as you look for them. 
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Rub the two sticks together 
until you get a spark.
This may take a long time and a lot of effort; you will 
get tired and think it can’t be done or you don’t have 
the stamina or there must be an easier way.  And it 
will require more effort if the wood is green or wet 
or if you rest in the middle. 
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When you see a little spark 
and smoke, add oxygen.
Add some easily flammable material to grow the 
flame. This might require blowing a lot of hot air 
onto your tiny smoking spark of a fire.
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Get larger logs and overlap 
them — but leave air between 
them to grow your small fire. 

Gather a couple people around the fire. 
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Fan the flames with whatever 
you’ve got ‘til you have a real, 
robust fire.      
If your initial spark falters, it can take a long time to 
revive it, with intense smoke, fanning and blowing 
hot air to get a real flame and fire going. 



7

Once the fire is going, savor the 
mesmerizing bright light.
Notice that you are warmer and it is pleasant.  
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Get out your s’mores ingredients  
and roast some marshmallows. 
Try to ignore the smoke in your eyes and nose and 
enjoy the gooey mess of the s’more. 
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Rush to get more logs, as the fire 
burns quickly and will go out 
without more fuel. 

Get larger logs to last longer and keep more people 
warm. 
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Overlap the new larger 
logs on the fire, leaving air 
between them.  
It might take a while for the fire to catch the new 
logs and some of the logs may not burn evenly. 
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Stoke the fire. 
If you had exactly the right sticks and strong logs 
from the beginning, and if the air, temperature, 
humidity and all other environmental conditions 
are ideal, you will have a much larger fire quickly.   
Otherwise, expect more trips into the forest for 
sticks and logs and more smoke in your eyes.  Also 
expect the smoke will drive a few people away 
from the fire.   



12

Reengineer your fire and logs 
to be larger and sturdier for a 
longer burn. 
But don’t let the fire go out while you’re re-
engineering it.   Inevitably, someone’s hands will 
get burned.   As is the case with fire building, there 
will be arguments about the best time and way to 
do it.
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If you succeed in building a 
bonfire, invite more people to 
enjoy the much larger glow. 

Remember, it is still fire, so beware that it can get 
away from you or go out at any time.  

For example, if it starts raining, your well-
engineered bonfire will go out – albeit more slowly 
than a small fire.  And it will go out with a lot of 
ugly black smoke. 
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If the weather holds and your 
fire burns brightly, it will be 
visible from a distance. 
Naturally that will alarm others who are concerned 
that your fire may burn some of their land.   
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Jealous neighbors will do all 
sorts of things to put your 
fire out. 
Failing that, they may reverse tactics and invite 
everyone enjoying your fire to theirs instead.  
They’ll install nice lounge chairs around the fire, 
bring in a bar and other features to make their fire 
more attractive than yours. 
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If people leave your fire for 
theirs, you will be lonely  
and sad. 
You also won’t have anyone else to run into the 
forest to get more wood, so the fire might shrink 
and get a lot less warm.   
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Now is the time to build a roof 
over your fire so it won’t go 
out in bad weather.  

Without letting the neighbors know, get it built.  
People around your fire may think that’s a waste of 
time since it hasn’t rained yet. Do it anyway.
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Rally people to stay at your 
fire with a speech about 
building an everlasting flame.
Use your roof innovation as evidence of your 
ability to sustain fire.  Then install nicer lounge 
chairs and a bigger bar and start serving food. 

The End.



About a year ago I co-founded Workboard, my third stint as CEO and my fifth tour of duty in the very 
earliest stages of company building. As we passed an important growth milestone recently, it struck me that 
starting a company is a little bit like trying to start a bonfire with two sticks and no matches.     

When I was a kid, I belonged to Camp Fire Girls, an organization like the Boy Scouts.  Every year they had 
a national candy sale and I sold enough candy to go to camp for two weeks free my first year (the only way I 
could get there).  I loved sleeping under the stars, hiking, canoeing, sailing and swimming all day in the Kit 
Carson Wilderness in California.  I sold even more candy the next year so I could go twice as long and did 
that again the following year — selling more candy than other kids in the state.   

I found out I enjoyed selling, earning and competing as much as I loved backpacking, sailing and swimming. 
It was the first time I learned how to start a fire by rubbing two sticks together.  I hope this little story 
resonates and makes you laugh … and if you’re trying to align and engage a team in achieving your fire-
starter goals, the free Workboard app can help!    

Deidre Paknad
CEO and Co-Founder of Workboard Inc
   
Deidre Paknad is co-founder and CEO of Workboard.  After IBM acquired her prior company, PSS Systems, she led a 
large global business there for several years.  She has 17 patents, 2 Smithsonian Innovation awards, over 30 published 
articles and long relationships with her customers and team members.  Connect with Deidre @day_dree or 
www.linkedin.com/in/deidrepaknad/. 
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