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Safe Wood Stove Operation
Tom Karsky

Onceyou have selected
and properly ingtalled
your wood stove, you
must operateit safely to
get themost efficiency
and enjoyment without
thedanger of ahouse
fire

Starting aFire. When building astovefire, follow
any specific recommendationsmade by the stove's
manufacturer. Thefollowing stepscanaso serveasa
Quide
1. Openthe damper compl etely.
2. Place paper or kindling and small piecesof wood
into the stove. Thenlight the paper or kindling.
3. Slowly add larger piecesof wood after the small-
est wood isignited.

Never use flammable liquids such as gasoline,
lighting fluid, kerosene, etc. to start afire. An
explosion or uncontrollablefire may result. Paper is
not recommended for Sarting firesin stoveswith
catalytic dements. Theasheswill plug theholesinthe
honeycomb and maketheunit inefficient.

After thefireiswell established, adjust thedraft
controlsto maintain thedesired heat output. This
setting will vary with outsidewind vel ocity, atmo-
spheric conditions, fuel type, stovesizeand condition
and outsidetemperature. Asyou gain experienceusing
your stove, it should become easier to make adjust-
mentsfor your needs.

New stoveswith cast-iron parts should be“ seasoned”
toavoid cracking. Dothisby building only small fires
for thefirst two or threetimesto allow the stoveto
heat up dowly. For stoveswithout an ash pit, insulate

the bottom of thefirebox with 2inchesof sand. This
will help prevent overhesting of the stove’ sbottom and
premature burnot.

RefuelingaHot Stove. Whenrefueling, openthe
draft controlsand wait afew minutesfor the stovepipe
and flueto heat up. Thiswill increasethedraft and
should prevent smoke from coming out into theroom
when the stove door is opened. Add thewood and
leavethedraft open until the new wood has caught fire
and isburning briskly. Once the new wood has caught
fire, readjust the control sto the desired setting.

An Untended StoveFire. Untended firesare com-
mon causes of wood stoverelated homefires. When-
ever you must leaveyour housewhileafireisburning,
takethe necessary precautionsto prevent apossible
housefire. Theworst dangersinleaving astove
burning arethat thefirewill burn out of control and
overheat the stove or that aspark from thefirewill
escapethrough adraft inlet. You can guard against
both these possibilities by opening the stovepipe
damper and closing theair inlet dampers. Thestove
firewill thengoout.

If you have anonairtight stove, check beforeleavingto
be surethat thefire hasdied down. Sincethese stoves
havetheir own hidden air intakes, they aremuch more
difficult to control. A largefire burning unattendedin
such astoveisdangerous.

Also, besurethat you haveleft nothing combustible
within 3feet of thestove. It'seasy to overlook such
thingsasclothesdrying, furniture, kindling, newspa:
pers, or logsleft to dry under thefirebox. All these

thingscan catch firefromintense heat radiation.

When you return, open the dampers. Stokethefire
andletit burn briskly for awhile. Closingtheair inlet




damperson astoveincreases creosote buildup.

L etting thefire get hot againwill burn off someof this
creosote beforeit becomesaproblem. If you are
away from the housefor long periodsor on vacation,
use conventional heating if possible. Many housefires
have resulted because aneighbor tending thehome
forgot to check thewood stove.

Creosote Control. When wood burns, the combus-
tion processisnever complete. The smoke produced
usualy containsasubstance called creosote, whichis
dark brown or black and has an unpleasant odor.
When stovepipe or chimney fluetemperaturesdrop
below 250°F, creosotewill condense on the surfaces.
Creosoteisvery flammable. If athick coatingis
allowed toforminyour stovepipeor chimney, you run
therisk of adamaging chimney fireshoulditignite.

The best method for controlling creosote buildupisto
maintainahot fire. Thiswill dlow fluetemperaturesto
remain above 250°F and prevent creosote condensa
tion. However, few peoplewould want to maintain
suchafireintheir stoveson acontinua basisbecause
it would ddliver too much heat and burn too much
wood. An dternativeto hel p reduce creosote buildup
isto open thedampersand deliberately haveahot fire
for 15 to 30 minutes once or twice each day the stove
isused. This“cleanout” firewill burn off creosotein
very smal amounts, thusreducing buildup problems.
Using*“cleanout” firesalongwitharegular chimney
mai ntenance program (chimney cleaning andinspec-
tion) can prevent creosote problems.

Mild Weather or Reduced Heat Oper ation.
During thefall and spring monthsor during occasiona
warm spellsinthewinter, lessheat isneeded, and the
stoveisdampered down. For comfort, awood stove
too big for the heating arearequires operation at alow
temperature. Thiscooler fireresultsininefficient
burning and creosoteformation. Chimney firesare
very common thefirst day or two of a“ cold snap”
following awarm spell becausethe stovesare burned
hotter, igniting the creosoteformedin the chimney
during mildwesther.

When it becomes hecessary to operate your stoveat
reduced heat, control creosote by buildinga“clean
out” firefor 15to 30 minutesasmentioned earlier.

Chimney I nspection. Regardlessof the stepsyou
taketo reduce creosote buildup, inspect al stove
pipesand fluesregularly for any signsof creosote
accumulation. Beespecidly attentiveduring thefirst
wood burning season to assure proper stovepipeor
chimney ingdlation.

Tap onthe pipewith ametal object to check it for
creosote buildup. Thesound will changefromametal
ping to adull thud as creosote buildsup insidethe
pipe. Cleanthe stoveat | east once during the heating
season to both increase efficiency and minimizethe
danger of fire. Ingpect thechimney flueby loweringa
lighted flashlight or protected e ectric bulb downit. A
mirror can also be used, in some cases, to look up the
chimney frominsidethehouse. Idedlly, you should
ingpect your chimney and stovepipe onceamonth
during the heating season. If theinspection indicates
significant creosote buil dup, then thechimney should
be cleaned.

The best method for eliminating creosote buildupina
chimney isto use chimney brushes. Chemical cleaners
arenot effectivein cleaning away significant amounts
for creosote buildup inachimney. Such cleanerscan,
however, be used routinely to reduce creosote forma-
tioninnew or clean chimneys.

Ash Removal. Ash disposal isnot amajor problem
becausethevolume of ash produced isgeneraly small
—about 1 to 1 %2 bushels of ashes per standard cord
of firewood. Under round-the-clock operation with
normal heat output, most stoveswill needto have
ashesremoved once every week to 10 days. Ash
resdueisextremely beneficia asafertilizer and should
be used as such whenever possible.

Ashes should beremoved and placed in anoncom-
bustible contai ner and stored on anoncombustible
floor or ontheground, well away from combustible
materiasuntil final disposal. Never shovel ashesfrom
the stoveinto apaper bag, cardboard box, or plastic
container asmany homefireshave started when hot
embersignitethecombustible container inwhichthey
were placed.

BePrepared for Chimney Fire. Nowood burning
systemis 100 percent safeand fireproof. A safe




installation and extracare help prevent fire, but accept
theideathat there could beafire, and be prepared to
handleit. Chimney firesaremost likely to occur during
avery hot fire, aswhen cardboard or Christmastree
branchesare burned or even when astove burns
normal wood but at ahigher than normal rate.

Makecertain everyoneinthehouseisfamiliar with the
warning signsof achimney fire—sucking sounds, a
loud roar, and shaking pipes. Instruct everyoneon
what todoin caseof fire. Practicefiredrillsand
instruct all adultson how and whento useafire
extinguisher. Put thefire department phonenumber in
an obvious place near the phone.

If you haveachimney fire:

« Cdl thefiredepartment immediately.

« If al the stovepipejointsaretight and no other
applianceisconnected to the sameflue, closeall
openingsand draft controlsif you haveanairtight
stove. Closethe stovepipedamper inanonairtight
stove.

« If you have aleaky stove, you may haveto wait
for thefireto burn out.

* Get everyone out of the house, and put themto
work watching for sparksor signsof fireonthe
roof or nearby. Oneadult should stay inthe house
to check theattic and upper floorsfor signsof fire.

* DischargeaclassABC dry chemical fireextin-
guisher or throw baking sodainto thestoveif the
chimney isnot sound or thereisadanger of the
house or surroundingscatching onfire. The chemi-
ca travel sup the chimney and often extinguishes
theflame. Specid fireextinguishersareaso
availablefor stoveand chimney fires. They giveoff
intense smoke and smother thefire.

* Throwing water inastovewill causethemetal to
warp, but if it’sachoice between the house or the
stove, usewater.

* Check thechimney after afire. A chimney firecan
range from 2,000°F to 3,000°F whichishot
enough to cause deterioration of metal or cause
masonry to weaken. Metal chimneyscan deterio-
rate after 2 or 3fires.

« If achimney fire occursonce, chancesarethat it
will occur again. Find the cause.

A problemwith frequent chimney firesisthepossibility
of thehouseframing catching onfire. Theignition
temperature of new houseframing isabout 500°F.
Over aperiod of years, asthiswood isrepeatedly
heated by chimney fires, thewood will igniteat amuch
lower temperature.

Fire Extinguisher sand Detector s. You should
ingtdl amultipurposedry chemica extinguisher within
easy reach of each stove. A 2-A, 40-BC extinguisher
may bedesirable. Using water onahot stoveinan
emergency canresultin severe stove damageor even
anexplosion.

For additiona family protection, equip your homewith
smoke detectors. L ocate the smoke detector inan
adjacent room to avoid falsealarmsfrom smoke
escaping fromthe stove either whenyourefill it or
from backpuffing caused by thewind.

Special Safety Points.

* Because of high temperaturesthat can occur while
the stoveisoperating, locatethe stove out of traffic
patternsand well away from furniture and draper-
ies.

* Never alow young childrento play without close
supervisioninthe sameroomwhereawood stove
isoperating.

* Alert childrento the hazard of hot surfacetem-
peratures, and keep them away fromthe stoveto
avoid burnsor clothingignition. Thisisespecialy
important with radiant-type stoves because of their
normally hotter surfacetemperatures.

* Never placeclothing or other flammable material
(paper, kindling, furniture, etc.) within 3 feet of the
stove.

* Alwayscarefully instruct baby-sittersabout the
operation of your stove.

* The stoveisdesigned to burn wood, not garbage.
Someplasticscan give off toxic fumeswhen
burned.

Thisinformation first appeared as CI S 641and was part of the
Wood asa Fuel Series.
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