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LANCASTER - These days,
many people are enjoying the
warmth and cheer of a fireplace or
wood stove. Unfortunately, this
warmth and cheer has given rise to
an increasing number of
dangerous chimney fires, ponts
out Delaware Extension safety and
energy speclalist Ronald Jester.
Every year in the United States
there are thousands of such fires
resulting in over 20 mullion dollars
worth of damage.

Chemical changes occur in wood
when 1t 1s burned. As a result,
gases and tiny droplets of tar and
water are releaséd as smoke. The
heat generated by these burning
gases accounts for a large per-
centage of of the wood’s total heat
output. However, these gases will
not ignite until the fire’s tem-

Creosote buildup can cause chimney fires

always 1s, then some of the uqn-
burned gases and tars will con-
dense out of the smoke onto the
chimney’s surface. This condensed
material 1s called creosote. When
creosote condenses on a relatively
cool surface, it will contain a large
amount of water and so will be
fluid. If the surface 1s 150 degrees
or hotter, the creosote will contain
little water and will be thick and
sticky like tar. This tar-ike bwld-
up will eventually change to a solid
or flaky form.

There 18 no way to completely
prevent the formation of creosote.
But it can be minimized by
avoiding smoldering fires, by
burming seasoned hardwoods, and
by using well-designed chmneys.

Air leaks, via cracks in the
chimney or in the clean-out doors,

It 1s mmportant to note that

creosote condenses from flue gases

when the stack temperature drops
below 250 degrees. This means that
chimneys which are msulated or
mtertor and allow less heat to
escape are preferred, especially
for air-tight wood stoves. Most
creosote fires are associated with
poor clumneys that have low draft,
cold walls, and too low a rate of
burning.

How do you know that creosote
has built up in your chimney or
flue? - *

The most obvious way is to In-
spect the inside of your chamney or
stovepipe. You may also notice
back drafting and smoking as you
foad your stove. The” connector
pipe will also radiate iess heat, as
creosote 18 an excellent insulator.

—Sucking sound” of air being
drgwn mnto the stove or chimney. .
This may Increase to & toud roar.

—The stovepipe may shake
(beware that it could fall apart
spilling flaming creosote).

—The stovepipe may glow red-
hot. , ~

—Sparks and flames may shoot
out of the top of the chimney or
stovepipe—and you'll probably get
phone calls from your neighbors!

A last but very important con-
cern 1s what to do m case of a
chimney fire. Following are some
recommendations:

—Call the fire department. You
may not need them, but if you do,
calling later may be too late.

—Gather all occupants of the
building and be ready to leave if
the situation worsens.

—Cut off air to the fire. If you are

rapid contraction caused by
sudden cooling may break some of
the tiles.

—Continue to check outer sur-

face of the chimney and any inner ~

walls near the chumney for ex-
cessive heat-even after you think
the fire s out.

—Check outside to see if sparks
and embers blown out the cimney
top are igniting roof or brush,

—Wher the fire’s out, sweep the
chimney and carefully check for
any damage. Resolve to clean your
chimney moreoften. . .

For specific inforraation contact
your Jocal Volunteer Fire Com-
pany or the Delaware Cooperative
Extension Service.

Learning to harness the energy
potential” of wood 1s much like
working with electricity, says
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