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WINTER HOME & GARDEN  |  WEATHERING THE SEASON

Winterizing your home can 
save you money on energy 
bills and can help mitigate 
some of the wear and tear 
winter weather brings. 

OUTSIDE
Prepare the outside of your 

home by cleaning out the gut-
ters. Move the downspouts so 
that they point away from 
your home’s foundation. These 
actions make sure that water 
from melting snow and ice or 
excess winter rains drains 
away from your home and 
doesn’t damage the roof or the 
foundation. 

You should also look at your 
trees and shrubs and cut away 
tree branches that hang over 
your house. Snow and ice 
buildup can cause them to 
snap and fall on your home. 

This is also the time of year 
to store your outdoor furniture 
for the winter and, before the 
first cold day, put a fresh coat 
of sealant on any decks. 
Disconnect garden hoses and 
sprinklers and store them 
away from the winter. 

WINDOWS AND DOORS
Check for drafts around 

your windows and doors and 
make sure the weatherstrip-
ping is secure. Self-sticking 
weatherstripping can help 
keep your house cozy during 
winter’s chill. You should also 
check any caulking and make 

repairs to broken or loose 
panes. 

You may need to set up draft 
guards on exterior doors. 

PREPARE  
YOUR PLUMBING

Check your water lines, 
especially those that are 
exposed to wintry tempera-
tures. Wrap any exposed lines 
in insulation and heat tape 
that’s plugged in and working. 

Close any crawl space vents 
that allow air to circulate to 
protect pipes from freezing 
temperatures. When the tem-
peratures drop below freezing, 
leave your faucets trickling 
indoors and open under-sink 
cabinets to let the warm house 
air circulate around the pipes. 

CATCH UP ON YOUR 
CLIMATE CONTROL

Before the cooler tempera-

tures arrive, have your home’s 
heating checked by a profes-
sional. Let them make any 
adjustments and do any pre-
ventative maintenance so that 
you stay warm and cozy all 
winter. If you have a fireplace, 
make sure your chimney is in 
working order and that your 
fireplace is cleaned and ready 
to go for the cozy season. 

While you’re at it, consider 
setting up a programmable 

thermostat that reduces the 
heat when you’re gone and 
warms it up when you get 
back. These things can save 
you big on your energy bill. 
The professional can install it 
while they’re there to check 
the furnace. 

Switch the direction on your 
ceiling fans to counter-clock-
wise to redirect warm air down 
instead of circulating cool air 
throughout the room.

Winterizing Your Home
Colder months mean 

getting your home 
ready to weather Old 

Man Winter’s chill. 
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Winter weather can be bad 
enough without your furnace 
going out, so take the time to 
complete some basic mainte-
nance before winter’s chill 
sets in. 

1. Turn off the power. The 
first step is to cut the power to 
your furnace. Never work on 
the unit while power’s still 
running to it. Remove the 
combustion chamber door by 
lifting it up and pulling it out, 
then remove the burner cover 
that’s usually held in place by 
two screws. 

2. Turn on the burners. 
Then, you can turn the fur-
nace back on and activate the 
burners. The flames should be 
even and blue. If the flames 
are yellow, that means your 
burners are dirty. Don’t adjust 
them yourself; it’s time for a 
professional visit. 

3. Clean. If your flames are 
blue, turn the power back off 
and shut off the gas to your 
furnace by giving the valve a 
quarter turn. Once you’re sure 
both the power and the gas 
are off, vacuum the furnace 
burners and base. To get to the 
very back, tape a length of 

drain line to your vacuum 
hose. Vacuum wherever you 
see dust and look for signs of 
soot, which can be an indica-
tor of poor combustion. Lift 
the lower blower door and 
also vacuum out the blower 
compartment. 

4. Remove the blower. If you 
have a control panel in front 
of the blower, take out the 
screws to loosen it and let it 
hang. Remove the two bolts 
that hold the blower in place 
and gently lift it out. Vacuum 
and brush the blower blades 

using a small, stiff brush and 
your vacuum cleaner. Be care-
ful not to bend or break the 
wiring or disturb the counter-
weights on the fan blades. If 
you can’t clean it thoroughly, 
leave it for the pros so you 
don’t throw it off balance. 

5. Change your furnace fil-
ter. This should be done at 
least every three months. 
High-efficiency filters can 
damage some systems, so read 
your owners manual or ask a 
professional before installing 
one of those. Blow the dust off 

the pilot light and clean the 
flame sensor with a fine sand-
paper. If your furnace has a 
hot surface igniter, clean the 
dust off by blowing air on it. 
Be careful; this part breaks 
easily.

5. Give the drive belt on the 
blower a look for cracks or 
frayed areas. If you have to 
replace the belt, tension it so it 
deflects 1/2 to 3/4 inch. If you 
have mother bearings and 
blower shaft bearings, oil them 
with lightweight machine oil 
by dripping two or three drops 

into the oil hole on the motor. 
6. Check your air ducts 

with sealing tape or 
high-temperature silicone. 
You should also conduct a 
back drafting test by adjusting 
the thermostat so that the 
burners come on and holding 
a candle or incense stick 
beside the draft hood. The 
smoke should be drawn in. 
Inspect the vent pipes on your 
furnace and water heater for 
white, powdery corrosion. If 
any of these areas present a 
problem, call a pro.

Furnace Maintenance
Keeping your furnace 
in good repair won’t 
just keep your family 

cozy all winter, it  
can also reduce  

your energy bills  
by ensuring the 

furnace is running as 
efficiently as it can. 
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The bad news here is that 
minerals in your water and grit 
from municipal water lines can 
settle in the tank, reducing the 
unit’s efficiency and the capac-
ity of your heater. The good 
news is that draining your 
heater and flushing it is pretty 
easy. Here’s how.

1. Turn off the heater. The 
first step, as with most home 
repairs, is to turn off the heat-
er. Turn the thermostat to pilot 
for a gas unit or shut off the 
breaker for an electric heater. 
Remember that even with the 
heating elements turned off, 
the water in the tank can 
remain hot for hours. Wait 
overnight for the water to cool 
before you flush it. 

2. When you’re ready to 
flush the heater, attach a hose 
to the drain valve. It should be 
near the bottom of the tank 
and should fit a standard gar-
den hose. Some water heaters 
may have a cover over this 
valve. Run the hose in a floor 
drain or out to your driveway 
where it can drain safely. 

3. Open a hot water tap 
near the hot water heater to 
alleviate pressure in the sys-
tem, then open the drain 
valve. Drain the water from the 
tank, then briefly turn on the 
cold water to the tank to stir up 
the sediment. Repeat the pro-

cess until the water runs clear. 
If the sediment is so severe it 
blocks the drain valve, it’s time 
to call a professional. 

4. Once the water is 
drained, remove the hose and 
turn on the cold water sup-
ply. As the tank fills, check the 

tap you turned on earlier. 
Once cold water runs from it, 
turn it off. Turn the gas or 
electricity back on for the 
water heater and make sure 
the drain valve is completely 
closed. Some heaters need to 
be completely full before the 

heating elements turn on, so 
don’t worry if they don’t kick 
on immediately. 

You should flush your water 
heater every six months. If 
your municipality has very 
hard water, you may want to 
do it more often. While you’re 

working on the heater, you 
may also want to consider 
wrapping it in an insulation 
blanket to keep the water pip-
ing hot inside. Also check the 
temperature to make sure it’s 
safe for your family, especially 
if you have small children.

Draining Your Water Heater
Some hot water 

heaters include a 
large, insulated tank 
to make sure there’s 
plenty of hot water 

ready for your family. 
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Roof leaks, snapped gutters 
and high energy bills go danc-
ing through your head. But 
there’s some things you can 
do to mitigate the effects of 
snow and ice on your home. 

ICE DAMS
An ice dam is a build up of 

ice on the eaves of sloped 
roofs that results from melting 
snow reaching the eave and 
freezing there, keeping more 
melting snow from draining 
from the roof. It causes water 
to back up and seep into the 
roof, eventually leaking into 
the home. It also increases the 
snow load on your roof 
because the snow and water 
can’t drain. 

If you spot an ice dam on 
your home, you need to 
remove it immediately, but 
you also need to remove the 
root cause. 

Ice dams form when heat 
loss occurs from a heated 
building, like your home, 
melting snow and ice which 
then refreshes at the eaves of 
the roof. Make sure your ceil-
ings are airtight so that no 
warm, moist air can flow from 
the house to the attic. Increase 
the ceiling or roof insulation 
to cut down on heat loss. 

KEEP PATHS CLEAR
The paths to your home, 

including walkways and drive-
ways, should be kept free of 
snow and ice through regular 
shoveling or snow blowing. 
Make sure any ice melt or 
sand you use is safe for plants 
and pets. Before the snow falls, 
flag the edges of your drive-
way and sidewalk so that you 

know where to stop shoveling. 
You can also hire a service to 
clear the snow while you’re 
away traveling or if you spend 
the winter months in a warm-
er climate. Remember that 
some cities may cite you for 
not keeping the sidewalk in 
front of your home passable. 

WHAT TO DO  
IF A PIPE FREEZES

Below-freezing tempera-
tures are prime money-mak-
ing time for plumbers, espe-
cially in areas where such 
events are rare. If a pipe freez-
es in your home, turn on the 
tap and leave it on while 

thawing it out. Allow warm air 
to flow to the affected area 
and make sure you use any 
heating devices safely. If 
you’ve found one frozen pipe, 
check the rest of the taps. It’s 
likely you have more. If you 
cannot access the frozen pipe, 
call a plumber.

Managing Snow and Ice
When the weather 

outside gets frightful, 
you start imagining 

the worst happening 
to your home. 
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Here are some tips to keep 
your roof performing at its 
best and your home warm 
and dry during the winter. 

BEFORE THE  
WEATHER HITS

Before the first cold day, if 
you are physically able, head 
up to the roof and check for 
damage from the summer. 
You’re looking for loose or 
missing shingles; sticks, moss 
or debris; or any obvious 
leaks. Reattach loose shingles, 
replace missing shingles and 
clear off any debris. Snow and 
ice can stick to the debris, 
ratcheting up the load on 
your roof. 

Clean the gutters and 
downspouts so that your roof 
can drain, then move inside 
to the attic. Look for any dam-
age or signs of water intru-
sion. If you can’t get on the 
roof, hire a pro to take care of 
this for you before it gets too 
frightful outside. 

You should also eyeball any 
existing flashing. Look for 
loose pieces and repair them 
as soon as you can. 
Improperly installed flashing 
can allow precipitation to get 
into your roof and cause 
leaks. 

ONCE THE WEATHER 
TURNS COLD

Snowy roofs look beautiful, 
but that snow pack sitting on 
your roof can cause damage. 
Snow and ice add extra 
weight to your roof, exacer-
bating areas where it’s even 
slightly compromised. Snow 

and ice pack can also create 
ice dams, where melting 
snow can’t drain efficiently 
and backs up into your 
home. Remove snow and ice 
as soon as you can to let the 
roof dry. It’s dangerous, 
though, so you may want to 
hire a maintenance company 

to handle this for you. 

CHECK ATTIC 
VENTILATION

Your attic plays a big part 
in your roof performance. 
Make sure your attic has 
enough ventilation — even in 
winter months — and check 

your insulation to keep the 
heat in and the cold out. You 
may want to close off some 
of your attic ventilation to 
keep too much cold air from 
entering your home. Just 
remember to open them 
again when the weather 
warms.

Cold Weather and Your Roof
Your roof keeps your 

home warm, snug and 
dry, but that can be 

harder in harsh winter 
months with colder 

temperatures, snow, 
ice and lots of rain.
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Once the ice builds up in an 
outdoor pipe, depending on 
how cold the temperatures are, 
it can expand and cause a leak 
or even a burst pipe. 

You can prevent this type of 
plumbing emergency by wrap-
ping your pipes before the 
temperatures drop. Here’s how, 
from the Home Depot. 

WRAPPING YOUR PIPES
You should insulate vulnera-

ble pipes with sheets of pipe 
insulation or by wrapping 
them in heat tape or heat 
cables. Pipes are most vulner-
able where they leave the 
house outdoors, or in unheat-
ed spaces such as your attic or 
in a crowd space. Always 
install pipe insulation accord-
ing to the manufacturer’s 
instructions.

You also want to check these 
unheated spaces for cold air 
intrusion and seal up or caulk 
cracks that let in cold air. Make 
sure outdoor cut-off valves are 
closed and the faucets drained 
before cold weather hits. Store 
hoses and sprayers inside or 
under cover. You can also use 

faucet covers to protect the 
plumbing during colder 
weather. 

Once the cold weather 
shows up, run a thin drip of hot 
and cold water through your 
faucets to keep water moving 
through your plumbing. You 
can also open up any under-
sink cabinets to let warm air 
circulate around the pipes. 

WHEN YOU HAVE  
A FROZEN PIPE

Most people discover a fro-
zen pipe when they try to 
turn on a faucet and only a 
trickle comes out. If you find 
a frozen pipe, go ahead and 
open that faucet full bore. The 
flowing water, even a little bit, 
can help thaw the ice. 

For exposed pipes, wrap 

the pipe in a heating pad or 
aim a hair dryer at it. With the 
dryer, keep the air moving 
back and forth around the 
pipe in 12- to 16-inch sec-
tions at a time. You can also 
wrap the pipe in heated, 
damp towels and change 
them frequently as they lose 
heat to the pope. 

For an enclosed pipe, try 

turning up the heat in your 
home to help thaw out pipes 
in side the walls. If you need 
to, cut a section of the wall to 
expose the pipe, use the 
above methods. 

Never use an open flame or 
extreme heat, such as a blow 
torch, to thaw a pipe. This is a 
fire hazard and can cause 
serious damage.

How to Wrap Your Pipes
Most of the plumbing 

in your home is 
protected in heated 

spaces, but all homes 
have pipes that come 
out somewhere, and 

those pipes are 
particularly 

vulnerable to freezing 
temperatures. 
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Here are some things you 
can do with your fall leaves 
from HGTV. 

RAKING TIPS
Most people pick up leaves 

by raking or blowing them into 
piles. If you choose to rake, 
HGTV recommends an ergo-
nomic rake that’s lightweight 
and designed to be easy on 
your back. Choose a wide rake-
head for open lawn and use 
smaller rakes in your flower 
beds. Don’t rake wet and mat-
ted leaves. Try to give leaves 
time to dry or use a blower on 
wet leaves, and try not to walk 
on frozen grass because it can 
damage your lawn. 

CHOP THEM UP
Fallen leaves make great 

compost. You can compost 
them in place with a mower 
that composts. You can collect 
the chopped leaves in a bag to 
add to a compost pile or bin, or 
you can compost them in place 
on your lawn. Leaf compost 
helps with aeration, moisture 
retention and disease fighting. 

Another organic compound 
you can make that’s garden 

friendly is leaf mold. Leaf mold 
is what makes the forest floor 
so spongy. It can hold 300 to 
500% of its own weight in 
water, making it a great, mois-
ture-holding mulch. 

To make leaf mold, chop the 
leaves as if for compost and 
then stuff them into a bin or 
black garbage bags. Pack the 

leaves down as you fill and wet 
the leaves when it’s full. Seal 
the bag or bin and poke holes 
to provide airflow, then stack 
them up out of the way. Flip 
the bags in six months and 
check back in a year or so for 
bags of fresh leaf mold. It 
should look like small, brown 
flaky bits. 

LET LEAVES  
OFFER SHELTER

Leaves provide a great winter 
home for beneficial insects and 
pollinators. Let leaves collect 
beneath shrubs and in planting 
beds until the coldest part of 
winter is over. Once warmer 
weather starts, the overwinter-
ing bugs will leave and you can 

pick up the leaves and make 
compost or leaf mold. 

Or you can leave them in 
place. If you leave them whole, 
cover them with straw or 
shredded bark mulch to keep 
them from blowing away and 
littering your yard. Use a dig-
ging fork or tiller to break up 
leaves in the spring.

What to Do With Fall Leaves
Fall leaves are 

gorgeous in their 
jewel-toned colors, 

but as they sit on the 
ground during winter, 
they turn brown and 

can cause damage  
if they pile up next  

to your home. 

© ADOBE STOCK


