
HEAT IN AN EMERGENCY

Jay S. Koths
Extension Floriculturist

Where do you turn when the power has failed?
Emergency generators won't start! The greenhouse
is cooli ng! Pan ic!

When all else fails, there is one last thing
you can do to save your crop from freezing. Use
"smudge balls" made of newspapers!

Begin with a single crumpled sheet of newspaper
Wrap another sheet around it. Then another and
another until you have a ball 15-20 inches in
diameter. Place it and other balls like it in the
walks of the greenhouse and light them.

Burning newspapers don't produce a great deal
of heat. But they do produce a lot of smoke.
Smoke effectively reduces the loss of heat by
radiation, just like heavy clouds keep night
temperatures from dropping. It is important
to fill the house with smoke before it gets
cold. Then a little heat from the burning news
papers will help to maintain the temperature
above freezing.

Making the newspaper ball is something of
an art. Packed too tightly, it may go out. If
too loose, it will burn too rapidly. With a
little practice you can get it right.

Will the smoke damage the crops? You bet.
Soot all over. A new fragrance too. But if
your power outage is short, little harm will be
done. This small physical problem outweighs
freezing.
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ing a period of 15 days, doing it parttime.
North end and sidewalls (Figure 1) were insulated
with foil-backed Cellulite purchased in 4 x 8
foot, 1 inch thick sheets at a cost of 18 cents
a square foot. Additionally all large main
heating pipes have been insulated (Figure 2).

The lapsealed glass has been covered with
a single layer of poly and air-inflated (Fig
ure 3). In one particular house an experiment
is underway to assess the relative merits of
quartz heaters (Figure 4). The rationale behind
these is that at current oil costs, electricity
may be more cost effective than oil. In this
particular house a thermal curtain (Figure 5) is
drawn at night to further cut heat loss. Due to
making this house relatively airtight, a series
of small fans (Figure 1) are being used to create
horizontal air flow to help control disease.

Additionally the Hinmans have been shifting
to crops that require cooler growing temperatures.
These include carnation, cyclamen, freesia, cut
iris, cut tulip, cut daffodil, snapdragon and a
variety of perennials. John uses an interesting



Dyer Avenue in Canton consists of mainly older
glass houses comprising 15,000 square feet. A
few years ago they expanded with another nearby
range of 12,000 square feet of glass and poly
houses. John essentially runs the older range
which specializes in crops such as pot mums,
carnations, snaps, Rieger Begonias, and hanging
baskets. Hap runs the other range which specia
lizes in bedding plants, holiday plants and
vegetable crops as well as certain pot and
foliage crops. Lloyd is somewhere in the mid
dle acting as a Jack-of-al1-trades. Lois keeps
the books, answers the phone and makes floral
arrangements. A pretty smooth family operation.

The HInmans have retrofitted their older

glass houses with every possible energy saving
technique and material available. What is
really unique about their approach is that they
have performed all of these techniques themselves
During the summer the glass houses were lapsealed
for a total cost of $750 for 15,000 square feet
of range. The laps were cleaned and sealed dur-

Figure 2.
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Is this procedure dangerous? You bet. Don't
burn down your greenhouse. Place the newspaper
balls in places where nothing else will burn. In
walks, on empty benches, near exits.

After a while it becomes hazardous to enter

the house to light new paper balls. It is diffi
cult to see. Flashlights barely penetrate the
gloom. The smoke is so irritating that you are
limited to the distance you can carry a lighted
ball, put it down and get out before you have to
take a breath. And be sure to have an observer

who can help in case you trip in the dark.

When the crisis is over, think back over the
things you could have done before the power failed.

1. Have a generator capable of operating your
heat source and run it monthly to keep it in good
condition. Be certain to have a supply of gasoline
read ily ava ilable.

2. Have a supply of salamanders and kerosene
for fuel.

3. In lieu of salamanders, keep a supply of
methanol (wood alcohol) on hand. This can be
placed in an open container and lit to provide heat.

4. Have several bags of charcoal briquettes
to burn.

Smudge balls of newspapers may be primitive,
messy, and smelly, but they do work. Even in a
large range there may be a house or two that
deserves a last ditch effort to save the crop.

If the power fails, don't panic. Think. And
when all else fails, use smudge balls of newspapers
to forestall a freeze.

Reprinted from CT Greenhouse Newsletter 62:6-7.
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