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When all is said and
done, your family is
more important than
“All the money in
China.” As such, it is in-
cumbent upon each
and every one of us to
do our best to insure
that our home is a safe
place in which to live. It
is so easy and inexpen-
sive to remove danger
from our familys path.
Here are several tips
that can prove to be in-
valuable to you and
yours. Draw a line
through the ones you
have already completed
— and then work on
what’s left :

n Set your water
heater at 120 degrees
Fahrenheit to prevent
burns. 

n Install at least one
smoke alarm on every
level of your home and
inside all sleeping areas. 

n Install at least one
Carbon Monoxide Alarm
near each sleeping area. 

n Keep gas appli-
ances properly adjusted
and serviced.

n Have a trained pro-
fessional inspect, clean
and tune-up your
home’s central heating
system and repair leaks
or other problems. 

n Fireplaces and
woodstoves should also
be inspected each year
and cleaned or repaired
as needed. 

n Maintain all exte-
rior steps and walkways.
Patch cracks, repair un-
even surfaces on walk-
ways and remove hoses
and other trip hazards. 

n Mark the edges of
steps with reflective tape
or consider a ramp.
Make sure handrails are
available and secured
properly. 

n Keep emergency
numbers handy — 911 is
easy to remember, but
calling directly for an
ambulance can save
time and possibly a life. 

n All the rooms in
your home should be
simply arranged and
clean with wide unclut-
tered walk spaces:

n No piles of books or
paper on the floor to slip
on or trip over.

n No loose throw rugs
— they are a trip hazard
especially on tile, vinyl
or hardwood.

n If you do have an
area carpet it should be
taped to the floor. 

n If you have wall to
wall carpet make sure it
has a low pile so as not
to make it difficult to
move your feet. 

n Keep all floors wax-
free to avoid slipping. 

n Place electrical,
phone, and computer
cords along walls where
they will not trip any-
one. To avoid the risk of
fire, do not run the wires
under carpeting. 

n Protect sharp table
corners with rounded
pads.

n Replace glass tables
with solid furniture that
has rounded edges (no
sharp corners).

Lighting:
Good lighting is very

important to home
safety. We recently re-
placed our front porch
light with a one that
contains a motion sen-
sor. Now no one has to
walk up to our front
door in the dark.

n Timed and motion-
sensor lights outdoors
can illuminate poten-
tially dangerous path-
ways.

n Inside, have bright
lights over stairs and
steps and on landings.

n Increase lighting by
using the highest-watt
bulbs possible for fix-
tures or lamps. New LED
lighting is brighter and
uses less energy.

n Install night-lights
in hallways between

bedrooms and bath-
rooms. 

n Replace traditional
light switches with easy-
to-use, rocker-style
switches.

Stairs: 
Stairs can be the most

dangerous place in your
home.

n Make sure the stairs
are in good repair - fix
all damaged or broken
steps

n Handrails should
run the entire distance
of the stairs

n Handrails should
be on both sides of the
stairway and anchored
to the wall framing. Set
handrails 2 -3 inches
from the wall to allow a
good grip

n Keep stairs clear of
clutter, both the stair
and the handrail

n Make sure carpet-
ing on stairs is well se-
cured; loose carpet is a
slip hazard.

Bathrooms: 
n Good lighting over

the tub will make it
safer: If you can clearly
see what you’re doing,
getting in and out of the
bath is safer.

n Install grab bars in
the tub and shower as
well as outside the tub
and shower for getting
in and out (There are
lots of grab bars that
don’t look like a hospi-
tal). Seniors aren’t the
only ones who can bene-
fit from a bit of extra
support during a slip.

n Make certain grab
bars are anchored to the
wall framing 

n Use non-slip mats
in the tub and shower.

n Use long lever style
handles on faucets for
ease of use and better
control.

n If you use a bath
mat be sure it is has a
non-skid backing.

n If bathing is done
while sitting on a bath
stool or bench install a
hand shower. 

n Ensure all electric
outlets are ground fault
circuit interrupter
(GFCI) protected. 

n Use plastic glasses,
soap trays and other ac-
cessories that won’t
shatter if they hit a hard
floor or countertop. 

n Remove the lock
from the bath door to
allow full access in case
of an emergency.

n Consider installing
a cordless telephone in
the bathroom, as it is a
great aid for seeking as-
sistance in cases of
emergency.

Kitchens:
n Kitchens need es-

pecially good lighting for
food preparation and
clean up. And don’t for-
get the danger associ-
ated with using sharp
knives.

n Clean up spills im-
mediately ñ wet floors
are slippery when wet. 

n Ensure all electric
outlets are ground fault
circuit interrupter
(GFCI) protected. 

n Make sure all wires,
cords and plugs on your
appliances are not
frayed and that the plugs
have 3-prong grounded
connections. This would
include coffee makers,
toasters, blenders, mi-
crowaves, mixers, etc. 

n Don’t use extension
cords in the kitchen or
other wet areas. 

n Get rid of any appli-
ance that is broken or
damaged. New ones are
very inexpensive these
days. If you think a new
one would bust your
budget, ask yourself

what cost is fair to insure
family safety. 

n Don’t leave the
kitchen with pots & pans
cooking on the stove.
Make sure to turn off
burners as soon as you
take the pot off. 

n Avoid wearing inap-
propriate clothing while
cooking. That means
loose sleeves, sweaters,
bathrobes or tops with
big sleeves that can
catch on fire. 

n Keep dishtowels,
potholders and oven
mitts away from the
stove. Potholders and
oven mitts are available
in silicone and won’t
burn.

n If using candles in
the kitchen, don’t leave
the room (or home)
while they’re burning.
Make sure they are in a
safe place and are in
flameproof containers.
Better yet, invest in
some flameless candles.

n Check furniture,
curtains, dishtowels, etc.
to be sure they are not
blocking heaters or
vents. 

n Keep a fire extin-
guisher in or near the
kitchen, but not near the
stove or the heater.
Learn how to use it.

n Be sure appliances
are unplugged before
reaching for a compo-
nent with a sharp edge
(blenders, can openers,
mixers, etc.).

n Make sure all draw-
ers have stops on the
guides ñ doing so will
eliminate the chance of
a drawer crushing a foot.

Fire Safety:
n Never smoke in bed

or leave burning ciga-
rettes unattended.

n Do not empty smol-
dering ashes in a trash
can, and keep ashtrays
away from upholstered
furniture and curtains.

n Never place
portable space heaters
near flammable materi-
als such as drapes or
curtains.

n Keep all matches
and lighters out of reach
of children. Store them
up high, preferably in a
locked cabinet.

n Install smoke
alarms on every floor of
the home, including the
basement, and particu-
larly near rooms in
which people sleep.

n Use long-life smoke
alarms with lithium-
powered batteries and
hush buttons, which
allow persons to stop
false alarms quickly. If
long-life alarms are not
available, use regular
alarms, and replace the
batteries annually.

n Test all smoke
alarms every month to
ensure they work prop-
erly. Use canned smoke
or let a match smoke to
make the test.

n Devise a family fire
escape plan and practice
it every 6 months. In the
plan, describe at least
two different ways each
family member can es-
cape every room, and
designate a safe place in
front of the home for
family members to meet
after escaping a fire.

n If possible, install or
retrofit fire sprinklers
into your home.

This can be a lot of
work and may require
your attention over a
considerable period of
time. 

Tape this article to
your refrigerator and ask
your family to help by
encouraging you to
make your home safe.

For more home im-
provement tips and in-
formation, visit our web
site www.onthehouse.
com or call our listener
hot line 24/7 at 1-800-
737-2474 (Ext 59).

Home safe home
James and 

Morris Carey
Syndicated columnists
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Planting or transplanting:
Contrary to popular belief, you
can plant trees and larger
shrubs anytime, weather per-
mitting. As long as the ground
is not frozen it is safe to dig.
Take care planting broadleaf
evergreens like azaleas, box-
wood, laurel, holly, etc., as they
tend to dry out quicker in the
winter when newly planted.
Plant what you can realistically
maintain, being sure to water
when needed through the
winter and be sure to mulch
generously. Hold off planting
smaller shrubs, perennials
and ground covers till March.

Transplanting of deciduous
shrubs and trees is permissi-
ble, weather permitting, but
hold off on evergreens and
perennials until late February
or March.

Fertilizing: Deep feed
(apply fertilizer 6-8" below the
soil surface) trees now or early
spring, but wait until spring to
fertilize shrubs, perennials,
ground covers and lawns.
House plants should be fed
with a time-release fertilizer
only for the winter.

Pruning: Prune as needed
for shaping or balance on es-
tablished trees, but keep it to a
minimum on newly-planted
trees and shrubs, say less than
20 percent of the overall vol-

ume. Light pruning is fine on
roses and perennials also,
again no more than 20-30 per-
cent. Do not prune spring
flowering shrubs like azalea,
forsythia, quince, and spirea
until after they flower. 

Mulching: Although it's
best to mulch everything in
your landscape, it's especially
important on newer plantings
to protect young roots, moder-
ate soil temperatures, and aid
in moisture conservation. Or-
ganic mulches are best like
cedar, cypress or pine, even
leaves work well. If you do use
leaves, be sure to chop them
up before use like with a lawn-
mower or mulching machine. 

Composting: Clean up all
yard debris, especially from
gutters and storms drains and
compost where possible. is
is a great source of organic
matter and natural nutrition
for boosting rose, flower or
vegetable gardens. Existing
compost piles should be
turned periodically to oxy-
genate and have some nitro-
gen fertilizer added to feed the
soil bacteria.

Lawns: Winter weeds may
be controlled in Bermuda or
Zoysia lawns with Roundup
(Glysophate) if temps are
above 65 degrees and it is
sunny. Do not do this on Fes-
cue or Rye lawns as Roundup
will kill vegetation that is still
green.

Watering: Watering is just
as important in the winter as
in the summer. If Mother Na-
ture doesn't provide adequate
moisture throughout the win-
ter, try to do a thorough soak,
20-30 minutes, at least twice a
month. New plantings may re-
quire more frequent attention.
Most winter damage occurs
because of dehydration.

Houseplants: Try to locate
houseplants in the brightest
room possible and use a hu-
midifier to keep the air moist.
We naturally have low humidi-
ties in the winter and the run-
ning of heaters makes it worse. 

Keep the foliage clean by
rinsing in the sink or shower.
Dust buildup on the foliage re-
duces the plants ability to ab-
sorb light and will ultimately
stress the plant. 

Frequently check for pests
like mealybugs, whitefly,
aphids, scale and spidermites.
Sticky residue on the foliage or
table may be a giveaway. Use
Horticultural Oil, Insecticidal
soap and/or a systemic granu-
lar for control. Water on an "as
needed" basis with room or
body temperature water. So
many houseplants stress from
over watering because they
are watered too frequently, like
every week. Use enough water
to saturate the soil mass and
drain out the bottom. Do not
let plants sit in water for very
long. Pour off the excess.
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If chocolate’s the thing for
your sweetie on Valentine’s
Day, why give plain old candy
when you can give a chocolate
plant (Theobroma cacao)?

The challenge of
chocolate

Growing chocolate from
seed is difficult. Fresh, they are
covered with what looks like a
cottony mass that keeps them
properly moist for sprouting.
The covering is slimy, though,
and starts to rot away as soon
as the seeds are out of the
pods.

Still, you might want to give
the seeds as a gardening chal-
lenge, perhaps nestled in a gift
box on some moist, real cot-
ton. To sprout, the seeds need
warmth and well-drained soil.
Fresh seeds are available on-
line at Montosgardens.com
and Organicfarm.net.

A chocolate plant that’s up
and growing makes a more
dramatic gift than a few seeds
snuggled in cotton. (Plants are
widely available online.) But
caring for an already growing
chocolate plant is still a chal-
lenge.

Chocolate is native to the
tropical lowlands of Central
and South America within 20
degrees on either side of the
equator. There, neither the
temperature nor the humidity
ever drops much below about
70.

Contrast such tropical con-
ditions with those in the aver-
age home in winter. Yes,
indoor temperatures might
hover at around 70, although
many of us let the tempera-

ture drop at night. A bigger
problem is humidity, which
typically is less than 40 per-
cent indoors in winter.

Frequently misting the
plant, standing the pot in a
saucer of pebbles and water,
and clustering it close to other
plants all help to bring the hu-
midity up.

Chocolate naturally grows
as an understory tree, and
even under cultivation is
grown in shade. So providing
sufficient light does not pres-
ent much of a problem in
growing a potted plant in-
doors. The plant won’t toler-
ate a dark room, though.

Direct your Valentine to set
the plant at a sunny window,
which in midwinter in more
northerly latitudes receives
about the same amount of
light as a shaded tree near the
equator. As winter progresses
and the northern sun loops
higher in the sky, the plant
needs to be pulled back from
the window to keep the leaves
from burning.

An indoor chocolate plant
appreciates an annual vaca-
tion to the “tropics.” Give it
something close by moving it
outdoors in dappled shade
each summer to bask in buoy-
ant air and high humidity.

Seed harvest is only
the beginning

So much for growing
chocolate; what about eating
it?

With good growing condi-
tions, football-shaped pods a
half-foot to a foot long will pop
right out of the trunk or stems
within about five years for a
seed-grown plant, a couple of
years for a nursery-bought

plant.
But this is not a fruit to

pluck right off the tree and
chomp on. First, there’s the
hard shell. Second, the seeds
— called cacao beans at this
point — taste like “chocolate”
only after some processing.

Cacao beans are converted
to cocoa, then chocolate, by
first letting the slimy covering
ferment as the beans are piled
together and kept warm for
about a week. After a few
more days of drying, the
chocolatey flavor starts to
emerge.

Next, the seeds are roasted
at about 270 degrees Fahren-
heit for several hours. Finally,
they’re ground up and treated
with alkali to remove bitter-
ness. Defatted and powdered,
you have “cocoa”; with some
fat, sweetener, and other in-
gredients such as milk, you
have various kinds of “choco-
late.”

A taste of history
Use of chocolate goes back

to the Mayans, who consid-
ered it a gift from their god of
air, Quetzalcoatl.

The Spanish were the first
Europeans to get hold of
chocolate pods and, 50 years
later, figured out what to do
with them. After harvest be-
gins, you might want to snug-
gle up with your Valentine and
sip hot chocolate from this
16th century Spanish recipe:

Combine 50 cacao beans
with a chili pepper pod, a
quarter pound of sugar, and
some anise, rose blossoms,
cinnamon, almonds and
hazelnuts. Grind to a paste,
add a cup of boiling water, and
serve hot and steamy. Sweet.
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A chocolate pod filled with cacao beans is from Puerto Rico. Use of chocolate goes back to the Mayans,
who considered it a gift from their god of air, Quetzalcoatl. The Spanish were the first Europeans to get hold
of chocolate pods and, 50 years later, figured out what to do with them.

Chocolate’s a challenge
for gardening Valentines

Winter gardening tips


