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Soaring heating prices lead to sweeping changes in fireplaces (VIDEO)
By Gerry Weiss 
gerry.weiss@timesnews.com 
Eight years ago, Lisa Tong watched a nasty chimney fire wreak havoc on her Erie home. 

Embers burned through her hardwood floors. The cobblestone lining the exterior of the building was ruined. And her 9-year-old daughter’s bedroom, filled with smoke, needed walls torn out. 

Tong’s house wasn’t destroyed, but the damage was severe. “It was very scary,” she said. “I never want that to happen again.” Fast-forward to last Friday. Tong, who moved into a spacious houseinEdinboroearlierthismonth, hired Goss Bros. Chimney Service to inspect and clean her 30-foot-high stone chimney. 

The 40-year-old Edinboro University of Pennsylvania professor figured the service call would be twofold: Providing key maintenance to a chimney she hopes will help combat soaring heating oil prices, because she wants the fireplace to heat her home throughout the fall and winter. 

After about two hours of inspecting and cleaning, Don Goss and his assistant, his son Travis, removedeightgallonsofsootand ash from inside Tong’s chimney. The average job typically filters out just one gallon. 

“It’s hard to say the last time that chimney’s been cleaned. Ten, maybe 15 years,” said Don Goss, adding that the National Fire Protection Association recommends chimneys be cleaned once a year. “It’s a good thing (Tong) called us out here. A very good thing.” 

The chimney sweep business is booming throughout the Erie region — partly because of the dangers associated with unchecked buildup, partly as a direct result of people angry at high fuel bills and switching to fireplaces and wood-burning stoves to heat their homes.
More people in the area than ever will be using their fireplaces, Don Goss said, some for the first time in years. 

“This is the busiest season we’ve ever had,” he said. Since it began in 1978, his business has cleaned more than 15,000 chimneys. 

“We’re way backed up, booked about two months in advance,” he said. “I’m not surprised at all, to be quite honest. The spike in fuel costs has people feeling gouged and taken advantage of. Now they’re looking for ways to become independent of those bills. Can’t say I blame them.” 

In a physically demanding job that is both dangerous and dirty, Don Goss and his 22-year-old son havebeencleaninganaverageof four to five chimneys a day since August. 

The 56-year-old chimney service technician said he’s out on jobs from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m., then heads back to his office to return phone calls from eager customers until 9 p.m. 

“We saw this coming,” Don Goss said. “People 20 years ago who gave up burning wood have now returned to it.” 

Dennis Weaver, owner of Weaver’s Woodcrafts, 5817 Wattsburg Road, said he would have doubled sales of wood, pellet and coal stoves if the manufacturers could have kept up with the consumer demand. 

“It’s been an unreal year,” he said. “We’ve got stoves on order thatpeoplewon’tseeuntilMarch of 2009.” 

Weaver, who expects this surge in stove sales to continue next year and beyond, said he’s also seeing more people putting wood stoves into their fireplaces tomakethosefireplacesmoreefficient. That means more work for chimney cleaners. 

“People were typically just using their fireplaces as a decoration, or maybe firing them up on holidays,” Weaver said. “Now they’re using them all the time.” 

Michelle and Richard Wurst love to sleep with their bedroom windows open. Even in winter. 

But that fresh air and crisp chill comes with a steep price when you’re trying to heat an expansive four-bedroom house that is 101 years old. 

The Millcreek couple estimate they would be staring at a monthly fuel bill of at least $400 if they didn’t use a wood-burning fireplace and pellet stove to heat their home. Michelle Wurst said she hasn’t turned their boiler on in five years. 

“We had to do something,” she said. “We couldn’t just spend that money on those bills every month. No way.”
