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Lots of mail comes to my post office box (#3S3;Osterville) 
and some of it is from readers of this column. A recent letter 
has given me a few chuckles and perhaps it will help dispel 
the post-holiday blues for you, as well. With that hope, I'm ~e.-dark and their panic, run all over you. 
sharing it with you. _But'these problems pale when I consider my neighbor's 
"My dear Ms. Leonard: xperience. Two years or so ago his family moved into the 

~or many years I've been a reader of your colu,mn and it eouse next door, a house without a fireplace. He and his wife, 
?as g1v~n me much p!easure and food for th_ought. I ve es~ec-

1
tiisoriented by preconceived visions of the blessings of rural 

!ally en}oye~. your_art1,~les about energy saving, solar heating, t ranq~ilit~, clearly felt unfulfilled without a fireplace (espec­
insula!1on, woohes, wood -~toves an_d fireplaces. • fally his wife) . I kept my own counsel. Inevitably one day the 

F1rep_l~ces, ~nd my experiences with them'. are my reas- ason contractor's truck arrived and work began. 
on for --~vr~ting;, I ve never b~en comf?rtable with fireplaces. Adding a fireplace (or making any other apparently simp­
Som~ thin~s an_d I seem mco~pat1ble; for m~, ?1'e~laces e change to a home) involves unexpected and unbelievable 
m~mfest an mexphc~ble perversity, often found m 1!1anu~ate ~elays and problems. In this instance, exhuming large bould­
obJects _by people hke myself who possess only marginal lrs (four feet in diameter) 9efore the fo9ting could be.poured, 
mech~mcal endowm~nts. . . emoving a number of overhanging tree boughs, and rein-Fireplaces obstinately prove difficult for me to hght. tailing the television antenna. 
Somehow there's always a dearth of flame and an excess. of My neighbor explained to me they had.decided to build 
smoke; (I con~ede I sometimes :forget t_o open the damper:) e fireplace to offset rising energy costs. I nodded while 
~ut even whe~ th_e ~re s~arts to bum_bn_skly, as soo~ as I_ re- entaUy calculating the cost of wood at $130 per cord, deliv­
hre to my chair,. it mvartably loses v1tahty and subsides mto re~. I also thought about the -$4,000 non-tax-deductible in­
sullen smouldermgs. estment , and the increase in his tax assessment with which 

If anyone else is in the room,. that'individual spontane- e would be soon assaulted. 
ously feels he or she has been singularly ble_ssed with the Finally, after some months of work, the ·project was com­
ability to make the ~re bum bett~r or hotter. It IS that person, leted and the wood delivered. He was pleased. His wife was 
a!on~, who r~cogmzes the part_1cular arrangement of lo~s, elighted. And vicariously I shared their pleasure. But the 
kmdlmg, andirons and draft to msure a cheerful welcommg I ent was an emotional Indian Summer. 
blaze. 

The net . result: for at least forty per cent of the time, 
whatever insipid radiant heat 11_1ight be forthcoming is ob­
scured by someone "fixing it". And when, by some fluke, the 
fire· does flare up and demonstrate its capacit~ for warming 
the room, this faculty is characterized by blistering the :,ar- ~ 
nish on valuable furniture inadvertently situated too near the 
hearth. 

A nicely burning fire in a fireplace is pleasant and 
comforting, with but minor exceptions. If you sit near enough 
to feel the heat, the side of you towards the chimney is soon 
roasting while the opposite side of you is. freezing, a result of 
the· draft caused by the "draw" of burning wood: Old-time 
New Englanders solved the problem with wing ohair:s • to· 
shield them from the draft. In modern homes, unfortunately~· 
such.chairs are rare, and if present, are seldom placed to take • 
advantage of their functional design. , • 

Further, the air to support the blaze is pulled ·from · all 
other parts .of the house, ·cooling down those rooms; this 
causes the fire to bum me~ly and the house heater to switch 
on. Obviously, this isn't an energy-efficient or financially0 , 

rofitable arrangement. • • . 
p Another consideration is that a fireplace possesses an 
astonishingly voracious appetite for woo~. What appears at 
the close of tlie dinner hour ·to be al! · ample supply in the 

oodbox becomes woefully inadequate by mid-evening. Rath­
w than permit the fire to die peacefully to a bed of glowing 
er • d • rt • t "W als some bright-eye guest 1s ce am o say, e need 
co re' wood for the fire.'' This means .a trip to the w_oodp;\e by.: 
~~ess Who? Cha?ces are•six to ten it's (a)_pouri~g _outside or,_ 
(b) the d~y wood ts home to many large hatry sptder,q)lat,· i~ 

The fireplace was finished quite late in the year. In mid­
December, 1979, my good neighbors left for six weeks in 
Florida. As I sit here, it's 5° outside and the wind is brisk. I 
can see their house without moving from my chair; a shim­
mering over "its main chimney tells me the oil burner is run­
ning almost constantly. I strongly suspect the damper in the 

• new fireplace is open. In fact, I can see shimmering over that 
chimney, as well. Yes, that damper is open. An unfortunate 
oversight, but an understandable one, considering the cir­
cumstances. 

Before leaving for Florida, the _neighbors threw a going­
away christen-the-fireplace party. Since we had a previous 
engagement, we declined their kind invitation, but we heard 
abouUt later . . 

It seems my neighbors, in preparation for the party, had 
laid all the requirements for a good fire in the fireplace. It had 

.. plenty of crutppled newsp_ap~rs, dry shjngles; ·and logs. prop­
erly spaced. When their first guests arrived five minutes 
early, my neighbor (slightly off schedule) asked his wife to 
light the fire while he greeted the early birds. This she did 
and then joined-him. More guests arrived. Finally all proceed­
ed to the living room which was now full of smoke. 

Taking command of this emergency, my neighbor tried to 
open the damper, managing to sustain seconci-ciegree burns 
on both hands and badly singeing his full beard (of which he 
had been justly proud). His wife was-now hysterical. A guest 
called the fire department. Neighbors, hearing the commo-

. tion , called the police. It was a .clear-thinking female guest 
who managed to open the damper with a poker. She said she 
had had similar experiences. 

Just as she got the damper open, an overly-helpful male 
guest extinguished the blaze with a handy tank of rare tropic-
al fish. • 

Well , sic transit gloria munci. Or, in the vernacular,'you 
just can't win them all. • • 

Although this story is nearly complete, there's a sequel. 
That lady who wielded the poker is an attractive blonde with, I 
guess I should say, a widely-observed predilection for plung­
ing necklines. On this evening, as I understand it, she was 
particularly spectacular. In any event, it subsequently be­
came unfortunatef y apparent that at least one of the logs. used 
.for the fire had been, in its natural state, entwined with pois­
on ivy vines. Some remained: The smoke, carrying volatile 
residual oils, did its work. A. ghastly.experience. 

Maybe I've already gone. too· far, so I will stop. Before I 
_do, though, I want you to know that in my fireplace are plants; 
and they will remain there. Hasn't it been said, "Keep a 
green bough in your heart and a singing bird will come"? I 
keep green boughs in my heart(h). Thanks again for all the 
_pleasure yo(\r cohnrin has given." . 

The ~vriter has requested _his name be withheld. I'm 
amused and hope you're equally so. And may singing birds 
reside in his chimney! 


