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Keeping the Home Fires Burning: Close to the Hearth

Washington Post

November 16, 2006

Jura Koncius
The warmth of logs crackling in a fireplace is partly physical, partly emotional.

"When you walk down the streets on a snowy night on your way to an inn for dinner, with the smell of fires blazing and the piles of wood stacked up on the street, it's really a wonderful experience," says Edward Chappell.

Chappell should know. For the past 26 years, he has been director of architectural research at Colonial Williamsburg, where fireplaces throughout the historic area flicker from late September until early April. There has never been an official count, but Chappell puts the number at upwards of 1,000, including those for blacksmiths and cooks, who have fires every day of the year.

Colonial fireplaces, of course, were needed for sheer survival. In historic Williamsburg today, the scent of wood smoke in the autumn air and the chance to gaze into the embers of a tavern's blazing hearth are worth the price of admission. Call it instant 18th-century ambiance.

Plenty of 21st-century households appreciate that ambiance, even if they might not have the skills to maintain it. Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts are among the last keepers of the wood-gathering and fire-building flame, once passed down from parent to child.

Picture the scene: Family and friends gathered around your fireplace on the first really chilly night of November as you try to coax a flame from a bundle of green wood bought at the supermarket and just stripped of its shrink-wrap cover. You stuff more crumpled newspapers around the edges and light endless matches, while the rest of the group happily critiques your efforts. Why bother with all this, when all we need to do is crank up the furnace?

Because fires are an iconic domestic rite as old as mankind.

"The word hearth is deeply rooted in the romantic thoughts about home," wrote the late designer Mark Hampton. "And like us, I suppose, the cave man wanted the principal seating group arranged around the fire."

So let us help you get in touch with your inner cave man, with advice on choosing the right wood, stacking and stoking the fire, understanding safety and maintenance or -- if you'd rather -- finding flip-of-a-switch alternatives.

Many Ways to Get Your Glow On  **HPBA**
Washington Post

November 16, 2006

Annie Groer
So you don't have a fireplace -- just a severe case of fireplace envy? There are alternatives to the log-burning, built-in versions, says Leslie Wheeler, communications director for the Hearth, Patio &amp; Barbecue Association in Arlington; the group's Web site, http://www.hpba.org/, is an excellent starting place to learn more.

A natural gas fireplace with fake logs can be retrofitted into an existing fireplace and vented up the flue (unit and installation typically run $3,000 to $4,000) or built into a wall and vented directly outside without a chimney ($3,000 to $5,000, excluding gas-line work).

A free-standing stove can be fueled by wood or wood pellets ($3,000 to $4,200) and needs venting to the outside. Some gas stoves ($3,000 to $4,000, excluding gas-line work) are ventless.

For those options, Wheeler urges consumers to look for installers certified by the National Fireplace Institute.

An electric fireplace, complete with a surround and mantel, visually mimics its traditional cousin. It can be hard-wired in place or moved around to plug into a standard outlet. Some produce a soft crackling sound for added ambiance. Prices range from $400 to $3,000, depending on size and mantel material. Portable, free-standing electric stoves with fake logs ($100 to $600) can be plugged into any standard outlet. An electric insert can fit into an existing fireplace and plug into a standard socket; it runs $100 to $300.

Outdoor free-standing wood-burning fire pits and fire bowls-- which cost $49 to $499 -- add a warm focal point on a chilly evening. They can sit directly on a stone or concrete surface. Cocktail and dining tables also come with fake logs built into a pit in the center; these designs, fueled by propane, can top $1,000.

Metal fireplaces and metal or clay chimeneas, which tend to be taller, enclosed on three sides and equipped with a chimney, run from $200 to $500.

And for those content to gaze at a virtual blaze, consider "The Original Christmas Yule Log Fireplace," a DVD of a lively fire, designed to loop for continuous play accompanied by holiday music or simple crackling ($20, http://www.amazon.com/).

-- Annie Groer

Logging On: Get Wise to the Wood

Washington Post

November 16, 2006

Annie Groer
The two most important words to remember when buying firewood are seasoned and hardwood.

"Seasoned" means the logs have been given time to dry -- six to 18 months, depending on their size. Fresh-cut or "green" wood tends to look clean and feels heavy with moisture. It generates a good deal of smoke and ash when burned. To tell if wood is seasoned, look for cracks at the ends where it was split, bark that pulls off easily and surface dirt and dust picked up while curing.

Hardwoods, which burn longer and cleaner, include such varieties as red oak, black oak, white oak, locust, cherry and apple. Softer woods such as tulip poplar burn very quickly, and resin-laden evergreens such as pine release a tarlike substance called creosote that coats the chimney walls and can become a fire hazard.

If you can find a willing vendor, test the wood yourself. Pick several logs at random off the truck and pop them into the fireplace with kindling and crumpled newspaper, or crumbled bits of fire-starter brick. If the logs ignite quickly, the wood is ready to go. If they sputter, pop and smoke, take a pass.

Quantity is as tricky as quality.

A cord-- the standard, legal measure -- is 128 cubic feet. A good visual guesstimate is a tightly stacked pile of 24-inch logs that stands about four feet high, four feet deep and eight feet long.

Some vendors sell by the face cord, using shorter logs that fit into smaller fireplaces. (Measure yours before buying; wood should be three to four inches narrower than the firebox.)

Others use vague, undefined terms such as rack or rick (a middle-English derivative that means "pile") or sell by the truckload. Because truck bed sizes vary by vehicle, measure the length, width and height of the stacked logs, then multiply the dimensions to determine how close the total comes to a cord's 128 cubic feet.

Ask if the price includes hauling and stacking -- off the ground, with spaces between logs for air circulation and under a tarp away from the house to avoid bug infestation.

Don't forget kindling-- those smaller pieces of wood or other dry material to get the fire going. The simplest starter is crumpled or rolled newspaper . There are even devices to roll, and thus recycle, newsprint. (Look for a newspaper log roller at http://www.plowhearth.com/). And don't be tempted to use gift wrapping or other colored paper; the dyes can release toxic chemicals when burned.

Dried t wigs are good kindling and so are p ine cones, but make sure they've been seasoned for several months. Some hardware, garden and grocery stores sell fatwood , splintered resin-heavy evergreens such as pine, cedar or spruce to be used just to get the flames going. Fire-starter bricks, or individually wrapped logs -- made of compressed, highly flammable paraffin and sawdust -- also do the job.

Annie Groer

A Chimney Check Puts Safety First

Washington Post Staff Writer

November 16, 2006

Jura Koncius
Professional home inspector Alan Beal has examined hundreds of fireplaces, unearthing chimneys choked with sticky black creosote buildup or stuffed with acorns stashed by squirrels.

Like many of us, one of his favorite things about winter is spending evenings around a glowing fireplace. But as a former remodeler of homes and now president of Mid-Atlantic Inspection Services in Bethesda, he knows safety must be the first consideration on those cozy evenings. Part of that involves regular maintenance of the fireplace and chimney, part involves careful stewardship of every fire. (Beal's wife, Susan Gray, is especially vigilant about safety; she insists that any embers be spritzed with a spray bottle before the Beals retire for the night.)

Here are other tips from Beal on the care and feeding of your fireplace:

· Regular chimney inspections are absolutely necessary. An inspection -- which runs from $60 to $80 -- is a top-down/bottom-up examination, checking for loose bricks, cracked mortar, creosote buildup and working dampers. An inspection shows whether cleaning or repairs are needed for the chimney, firebox or flue. If only a brush cleaning is called for, a chimney sweep or a chimney restoration company usually charges $50 to $200 and up, depending on what they find.

· How often you should have a chimney checkup depends on the age of the house and how often you have fires. For houses more than 50 years old, Beal says chimneys should be inspected every two years or so; older masonry is more likely to have cracks around the cap and crown, allowing water to seep in and freeze -- causing even more damage. Regular inspections monitor the buildup of creosote, which should be professionally cleaned off.

For newer houses, cleanings should be scheduled based on how often the fireplace is used. Beal says the rule of thumb would be to have a fireplace cleaned every two years if you have one or two fires a week; if you have one or two fires a month, every five years should suffice. The inspection can be done by a chimney sweep or a home inspector. If you think it's time for a checkup and cleaning, call for an appointment soon; some companies already are booked through January.

· Whether or not you use your fireplace, the chimney should be topped with a metal cap with wire mesh to keep out squirrels, raccoons and birds. The screen also prevents sparks from escaping. (It costs $200 to $300 to have one installed.)

· A wire mesh or glass fireplace screen to keep sparks from popping out should cover the entire opening.

· Do not put anything flammable within 20 inches of the fireplace opening. That means keeping that fringed Oriental rug as far from the hearth as you can. And be careful about where you place extra wood, kindling or stacks of newspapers.

· The beginning of fireplace season is a good time to think about fire extinguishers. Has yours been lying in the back of a closet for years? Some have expiration dates; others show whether the unit is still fully charged. Make sure you know how to operate it.

· Never put holiday gift wrap in the fireplace. Its intense burning can ignite your chimney or flash out into the room.

Home fires: What to ask before purchasing a pellet stove  **HPBA**
Gwinnett Daily Post from Morris News Service (Gwinnett County, GA)

November 16, 2006

Peg McNichol
HOLLAND, Mich. - Pellet stoves seem to be rising in popularity, according to the Hearth, Patio & Barbecue Association. The association said sales rose 75 percent in 2005 and seem to be continuing to rise this year.

"Pellet" refers to the dense, uniformly compressed pieces of waste wood the stoves burn - though some stoves can also use shucked corn cobs.

Because it is a recycled product, pellets are considered a renewable energy source.

"They burn cleaner than a fireplace or a typical cordwood stove. They do emit a lot less particulate matter, one of the main pollutants," said Jim Ostrowski, environmental quality analyst with Michigan's Department of Environmental Quality in Lansing.

Pellet stoves are used to heat small homes or well-used rooms in larger residences, allowing homeowners to dial down the thermostat on a traditional gas or electric furnace.

Gary Hoover, a plumbing and mechanical inspector for the City of Holland, said he hasn't seen any residential installations - yet.

"I'm hearing different people talk about them," Hoover said. "What we are seeing are direct-vent gas fireplaces, but that's more for aesthetics and to keep one room warmer than the rest."

He's used a pellet stove to heat his cottage for more than two years.

"You can't just plug it into the wall, throw pellets in it and not maintain it," he said. The first year Hoover used one, a fire broke out in the vent system.

Pellet stoves work by burning the small wood pieces; the smoke and carbon monoxide are vented away from the stove with an electric fan that's roughly the size of a hamster wheel. Without proper maintenance, the wheel can get clogged with creosote. If enough friction results from the wheel's movement, the creosote can ignite.

"We pulled the plug, stopped the cage from moving," he said. "The downside (of pellet stoves) is ... you have to get rid of the smoke."

Because of his job skills, Hoover was able to clean and repair his stove's vent system, but he said most homeowners should hire a professional for such work.

The upside to pellet stoves is that they tend to burn cleaner than logs. He said people who use the stoves for second homes like them because they don't require constant operation.

The stoves cost between $1,500 to $3,500, not counting installation. The pellets, typically packaged in 40-pound bags, cost a little more than $4 each; they can be purchased by the ton. How much is needed over any winter depends on the space being heated and how well it's insulated; how long it's heated; and the temperature outside.

But Hoover said anyone considering a pellet stove should know that it requires regular attention. The stove must be stoked daily; ashes must be removed weekly (or at the end of each cottage visit), "depending on how often you use it," he said.

"You'll have to purchase a proper vacuum," he said. "You can't just (use) your Filter Queen or Kirby, because ... warm ashes could cause a fire. You need to have a metal bin, wand, motor housing and hose, designed to pick up hot embers. There's more to investing in pellet stoves than the stove itself."

For Hoover, it was worth it, partly for the annual savings and partly for the year-round ambiance.

"At our cottage, we put a fieldstone background and a hearth, with a pine mantel and posts," he said. "My wife puts all her Christmas ornaments on that."

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has a wealth of tips at www.epa.gov/woodstoves. For information on pellet heat, contact Pellet Fuels Institute at 703-522-6778 or www.pelletheat.org.

Corn-fed heat: Cost-efficient, sustainable fuel a hit in Mich.

The Detroit News

November 16, 2006

Eric Morath
Twice a day, Keith LaLonde and his wife, Kim, trek to a shed behind their Monroe County home to fill several 5-gallon buckets with dried corn kernels.

The LaLondes aren't using the corn to feed animals. They're heating their home.

Like a growing number of homeowners in Michigan and across the country, the LaLondes have switched to an alternative heating source: corn stoves. By burning corn, the couple have cut their winter heating bill to about $800, from about $1,900 a season for propane.

"Every time I heard the (propane) furnace come on I used to cringe," Keith LaLonde said. "I couldn't believe the bills, so I looked for an alternative."

With the cost of propane and other heating fuels rising, manufacturers and dealers say demand is growing for corn stoves. They're expecting another brisk winter of sales -- one national manufacturer, Tennessee-based Nesco Inc., sold nearly 7,000 units last winter -- a sevenfold increase from the year before.

Corn stoves work like wood-burning stoves but burn dry corn kernels -- no husks or cobs. They can range in size from a large space heater to a furnace capable of heating a 3,500-square-foot house. Models that can be inserted into fire places are the most popular and range in price from $1,500 to $3,000, local dealers say.

"Last fall we couldn't get them in quickly enough," said Paul Grishkevich, a salesman at Emmett's Energy in Waterford. "We sold 60 stoves last year -- 10 times what we did the year before -- and we probably could have sold more if we had them in stock."

The stoves have proven popular among residents of rural areas and outlying suburbs, with easy access to corn growers and feed stores. Stoves use yellow dent No. 2 -- widely grown in Michigan -- the same corn used to feed animals and make ethanol.

Compared with other heating sources, such as wood, corn burns clear and relatively cleanly, industry officials said. Its exhaust, vented outside the home, often smells like roasted corn.

Burning corn, rather than oil or coal, is a more sustainable energy source because it's renewable, said Brad Garmon, land programs director for the Michigan Environmental Council.

By burning corn, consumers are taking advantage of a local source of energy, which helps reduce the pollution associated with energy transportation and production.

Of course, there are environmental concerns tied to fertilizer use and agriculture-related pollution in growing corn. And like all burning fuels, corn does emit carbon dioxide.

Despite growing demand for corn -- especially for ethanol production -- Michigan is not likely to face a shortage, said Jody Pollok, executive director of the Corn Marketing Program of Michigan.

More than half of all corn produced annually in Michigan is exported and 10 percent is put into residual storage. If demand increased substantially, farmers of other crops would likely switch to corn, she said.

Although corn prices are rising, burning kernels still offers substantial savings over other fuels. Over the past five years, for example, the price of propane has increased 63.8 percent in the state, according to the Michigan Public Service Commission.

"Our customers say it's the cheapest source of heat and they like not being dependent on oil companies or the utility," Grishkevich said.

And while corn may cost less than other fuels to produce the same amount of heat, it doesn't mean it's a wise option for everyone, said Larry Kaufman, energy efficiency expert at DTE Energy Co.

"If you're in a city area it maybe difficult to buy the corn and have a place to store and dry it," he said. "If you're in the country, I think it's a great idea. Michigan is an agricultural state … Why use oil from overseas when we can supply (corn) here?"

Corn has been the perfect fit for the LaLondes, who buy it by the trailer load three or four times a season from a local cooperative.

The couple began seeking alternative heating fuels after the shock of propane prices. They tried wood pellets, but the LaLondes found that corn was more widely available. They use three corn stoves to heat their Raisinville Township home and garage.

So certain is Lalonde, an electrician, of the value of corns stoves, he's now a dealer. Last year he sold the 35 he could get and has already sold a dozen this year.

Comparing corn and other fuels

The amounts below are the cost per 1 million BTUs of energy. One BTU is about the energy contained in a match, while 1 million BTUs equates to the amount of energy an average home would consume of natural gas in 3 days.

Propane : $21.86 per million BTU

Heating oil : $20.86

Natural gas : $12.22

Corn: $6.40

Firewood: $5.77

Source: DTE Energy Co.

Outdoor Boiler Concerns Studied

The Republican (Springfield, MA)

November 16, 2006

Diane Lederman

HADLEY - Officials here are joining the growing list of communities addressing concerns surrounding the use of outdoor wood boilers.

The relatively new technology allows home owners to burn wood to heat water that is piped in to the nearby home to provide heat and hot water. The boilers are not subject to state or federal regulations.

The Chicopee Board of Health has banned them, and the Holyoke Board of Health recently instituted a moratorium through June 30, 2007. The Northampton Board of Health issued a moratorium through Jan. 31, 2007, and Belchertown selectmen have asked that town's Board of Health to look into the issue.

Tonight, Hadley officials are holding a hearing to listen to input about the boilers, said Board of Health Chairman Gregory M. Mish.

Building Inspector Timothy L. Neyhart, who will attend along with fire officials, said he hopes "people who have them will talk to us about it. We're hoping to get both sides of the story." The meeting begins at 7 p.m. in the Senior Center.

Mish said he wants a better assessment of how the boilers work and whether the town needs to regulate them. He said that several residents have complained to Neyhart, and the board has received a complaint about the smoke.

Neyhart said complaints are still coming in. He said he's been reading reports that detail the health concerns. "It's definitely interesting reading these things. They don't compare to how they're advertised."

He said they're touted as clean-burning and as efficient as a wood stove, but according to the Department of Environmental Protection Web site, outdoor wood-fired boilers are substantially dirtier and less efficient than most other home heating technologies.

The state reports that an investigation by the New York State Attorney General's Environmental Protection Bureau found that even when properly used, one unit emits as much fine particle pollution as two heavy-duty diesel trucks, a dozen certified indoor wood stoves, 45 passenger cars, 1,000 homes with oil heat and 1,800 homes with natural gas heat.

The Board of Health will discuss the issue at its meeting next Tuesday night. Mish said he's not sure how soon the board will decide if and when to regulate them.

Council to hold public hearing on outdoor burning ordinance

Ironwood Daily Globe (Ironwood, ME)

November 15, 2006
ONTONAGON -- The Ontonagon Village Council has completed its revised ordinance on outdoor burning in the village and will hold a public hearing on the ordinance in December.

According to Ontonagon Village Manager Penny Hill, several parts of the ordinance are the same as the one that's been in effect for many years.

One of the new sections in the ordinance governs the regulations in the use of the outdoor furnaces, which have become popular in many areas.

The ordinance requires that the outdoor furnace must be commercially manufactured, approved by the Environmental Protection Agency and installed and used only in accordance with manufacturers' recommendations.

No more than one outdoor furnace many be installed and used and must be located in the rear yard only of any parcel in any zoning district. Those parcels must be of sufficient size to meet the distance requirements in the ordinance.

Those distance requirements include:

--Must be located at least 15 feet from the nearest property line and at least 40 feet from the nearest habitable building which is not on the same property as the outdoor furnace.

--Units located 75 feet or closer from any other structure must have a stack height at least two feet higher than the eave height of the nearest residential home.

--Also sets height limits if the furnace is located more than 75, 100, or more than 150 feet from the nearest structure.

--No part of any outdoor heating unit structure can be permitted to locate closer than 10 feet from any property line.

--Meet all emission standards.

The owner of the outdoor furnace must obtain an annual permit from the Village of Ontonagon and there is no grandfathering. Owners of existing outdoor furnaces shall have 24 months from the date of the adoption of the ordinance to come in compliance.

The ordinance also has a prohibition on open burning, outdoor burning and refuse burning, provides a list of materials that cannot be burned, governs rules for open burning of leaves, brush, clean wood and vegetable debris, beach fires, burning permits, fire department practice burns and right of entry and inspections.

Village manager Penny Hill Monday thanked village trustee Bill Johnson, who is also associated with the fire department, with assistance in formation of the new ordinance.

Copies of the proposed ordinance are available at the village office. A public hearing on the ordinance will be held Dec. 11.

On woodstoves, birds and cats; A view from the Porch

Feather River Bulletin (Quincy, CA)

November 15, 2006

Will Farris
QUINCY, California (STPNS) –

    What was it about the wood cook stove? The cat creature couldn’t get away from it, and I was thinking that she was going to jump up on it with me watching. Not that she hasn’t committed that sin before, but usually it’s when I’m abed and the kitchen table is her target.

    She set herself to spring a couple of times, glanced at me and decided that she wanted outside before the dreaded spray bottle came out. When I returned from town, kitty was waiting to come back in and immediately staked out the wood stove again. A close examination of the side vent revealed the bill of a bird sticking out.

    This has happened before. The fireplace insert in the living room was a target for two days straight of a visitation from the same bird. I rarely use either of these appliances, but it’s hard to imagine why a bird would venture therein.

    As I started to open the firebox, the bird began to struggle and Oreo to drool. The cat was confined behind my bedroom door and I managed to get the little critter out of the stove unharmed, only to have him frantically bang his head against various windows.

    At this point, the cat has begun to complain that she hasn’t the opportunity to snag some easy prey; I’m involved in a frantic attempt to catch and free the bird, which is even more frantically trying to avoid me and commit suicide on the windows. Finally, I manage to catch the terrified animal and release it out the back door.

    Ended up I had to kick the cat outside also because she wouldn’t give up with her constant complaint over my ruining her day.

    Me mum had this thing about numbers, especially telephone numbers. This was a bit strange since she spent her early years as a telephone operator in New York City (she was on the switchboard in 1929 when stockbrokers began jumping out of windows). She never missed a number when she wrote it down, but the numbers weren’t always in the correct sequence.

    As she grew in years, this problem increased: As she grew in wisdom, her embarrassment lessened. But the story here is that she passed this trait on to her son, or at least one of them. Because of this, I am always sympathetic when a wrong number rings the phone.

    Misdialing a local number is bad enough. Call an auto repair shop and get the beauty parlor, or a person who is functionally deaf and wants to know what you want and, “No, I didn’t kill anybody and who are you anyway?” Mom was one of these and she refused to get a hearing aid.

    But the worst is when you transpose an area code. Not only is it expensive, but you are liable to get some amazing results, “Crossroad County Jail, you hook ‘em we book ‘em.” All told, I haven’t reached my mother’s level of number switching—yet. But neither have I grown in her years or her wisdom.

