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You may have seen a 
tree placed atop a 
building under 
construction.  Why 
would they stick a 
Christmas tree on top 
of a steel skyscraper? 
 
Our research reveals 
that the act of placing 
a tree atop a building 
under construction is 
called “Topping Out” 
or “Topping Off.”  It is 
done when the last 
beam is placed at the 
top of a building. 
 
The origins of this 
practice are traced to 
Scandinavian 
mythology.  The 
practice was thought 
to appease the spirits 
of their ancestors who 
lived in the trees. 
 
Today, the ceremony 
typically includes 
placing an evergreen 
tree on the structure 
to symbolize growth 
and bring good luck. 
 
Often, this ceremony 
will take place during 
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lunch and is, then, an 
excuse for a catered 
meal and 
entertainment. 
 
On steel structures, 
the final beam that 
the tree is placed 
upon is often painted 
white and may be 
signed by the 
ironworkers. 
 
This ceremony has 
been described as 
being similar to ship 
launching ceremonies 
as something to 
placate the gods and 
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help bring good 
fortune to the item 
being constructed. 
 
Ironworkers have 
adopted the 
custom as their 
own and they are 
often the first to 
reach the pinnacle.  
However, we have 
seen trees on 
wooden framed 
structures which 
would have had no 
ironworkers 
involved. 
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Rubber tends to 
darken silverware, so 

never put anything 
made of rubber in the 

silver drawers. Use 
cord or ribbon to hold 

silver together–not 
rubber bands. 

A family in Irving, Texas  
were overcome by 
carbon monoxide (CO) 
fumes in December, 
2009.  The mother had 
to be treated in a 
hyperbaric chamber. 
 
Because this is not an 
isolated story, many 
localities have enacted 
their own laws 
concerning CO 
detectors.  
 
Massachusetts made it 
a state law in March of 
2006 that all homes 
must have working CO 
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detectors.  Note that the 
law does not say “when 
you sell your home.”  If 
your home is in the 
Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts and you 
do not have working 
carbon monoxide 
detectors installed, you 
are breaking the law.  
Worse, though, is that 
you are placing your 
family in danger in order 
to save the small cost 
for detectors. 
 
But back to Texas … 
 
The inspector hired by 
the Irving family thought 
he found a leak in a 
pipe that feeds into the 
gas furnace and he (the 
landlord) is going to 
replace the entire 
furnace. 
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If you’re thinking 
about new paint on 
the interior or 
exterior of your 
house, and would 
like to try out colors 
before picking up a 
paint brush, there 
are some tools on 
the web to help you 
out.    One of these 
tools is the color 
visualizer from 
Sherwin Williams.  It 
allows you to 
download a picture 

of a particular room or 
the exterior of your 
home and play with 
the paint colors.  You 
have access to the 
entire Sherwin 
Williams color line to 
experiment with.  Give 
it a try at: 
 
http://www.sherwin-
williams.com/do_it_yo
urself/paint_colors/vis
ualizer/ 
 

The interesting part of 
the story is that they 
were overcome by the 
carbon monoxide even 
though their home had 
working detectors 
installed. 
 
The landlord said that 
the family had 
intentionally ignored the 
CO detector’s alarm 
signal.  He said he 
though they had 
confused the alarm 
noises with the security 
alarm. 
 
According to the 
Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 
more than 400 
Americans die from 
unintentional CO 
poisoning and another 
20,000 are treated for 
injuries due to exposure. 
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People riding in the 
back seat of a vehicle 
are less likely to use a 
seat belt than front-
seat passengers. Ford 
is hoping to change 
that with its new 
inflatable seat belt.  

Their inflatables will 
first be offered on the 
next generation of the 
Ford Explorer. Sue 
Cischke, group vice 
president of 
sustainability, 
environmental and 
safety engineering, 
says those who have 
sampled them say 
inflatable belts feel 
less rigid and more 
comfortable.  

Seat-belt use is about 
10 percent lower for 
rear-seat passengers 
than front-seat 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Great opportunities 
to help others 

seldom come, but 
small ones 

surround us every 
day.” 

- Sally Koch 
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passengers, according 
to the National Highway 
Traffic Safety 
Administration.  

Ford has been working 
on the inflatable since it 
was first shown as a 
concept in 2001. At the 
time, people were 
saying it couldn't be 
done, while tests they 
were doing showed that 
it would be possible to 
do.  

Among the technical 
problems, rear belts had 
to be much gentler than 
front air bags, which 
inflate with enough force 
to break out the 

instrument panel, then 
they release hot gas as 
they deflate. The new 
belts inflate with less force 
and deflate with cool gas, 
making them safer for 
passengers of all sizes.  

The development team 
tested the belts when 
used with car seats, 
booster seats with high 
backs and booster seats 
with low backs. If the seat 
belt is not buckled, the 
system will not go off.  

Ford says back-seat riders 
are often elderly and 
children. They believe this 
is the best way to 
enhance their safety.  
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We have just completed 
an experiment designed 
to answer the question 
“Does an automatic set-
back thermostat save 
energy (i.e., money)?” 
 
By using an extra 
refrigerator, Styrofoam 
cooler, light bulb, clock, 
and line voltage 
thermostat, we 
measured energy 
usage with various set-
back schedules. 
 
Our results indicate that 
there is a measurable 
energy saving for even 
a relatively short set-
back period.  Therefore, 
the cost of replacing 
your thermostat will be 
paid back quickly. 
 
We have spoken to 
clients who have 
indicated that they don’t 
want to be cold … ever.  
The results of our 
experiment indicate that 
even a short set back of 
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As I write this 
newsletter, Maryann is 
attending a training 
session to get certified 
for the new EPA Lead 
Paint regulations that 
are scheduled to go into 
effect in April.  I am 
scheduled to take the 
same training in a few 
weeks. 
 
Most people are not 
aware of these new 
regulations.  They 
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if your family’s daily 
routine is consistent. 
For example, instead of 
the first person home 
each day returning to a 
cold home, an 
automatic set-back 
thermostat is able to 
bring the temperature 
back up in anticipation 
of your return.  If you 
get home earlier, you 
can always turn the 
thermostat up manually. 
 
For complete 
description of the 
experiment as well as 
the results and our 
conclusions, see 
http://www.MyPowerCo
uple.com/Writings/Setb
ack Experiment.pdf.   
 
We would be very 
interested in hearing 
your comments and 
suggestions for 
interesting follow-up 
tests. 

a few hours in the 
middle of the night 
when you are asleep 
anyway can result in 
savings. 
 
Other clients have 
indicated that they don’t 
like their thermostat to 
be in charge.  They 
want to turn their 
thermostat up and 
down manually. 
 
This is, of course, just 
as effective as an 
automatic set-back 
thermostat … if you 
actually remember to do 
it.  If your household is 
anything like mine, it is 
quite likely that no one 
will remember to set the 
thermostat back before 
they leave the house or 
go to bed. 
 
One advantage of using 
an automatic set-back 
thermostat is that you 
may not even notice the 
change in temperature 

change the way the 
work in painted 
surfaces is performed in 
houses built prior to 
1978. 
 
At the moment, there is 
an option to opt-out of 
the new procedures, 
but this can only be 
used on homes without 
children.  Our best 
information indicates 
that this opt-out clause 
will definitely go away in 
the near future. 
 

If you have  and “older” 
home and children or 
children visit often, 
anyone who works on 
your home will have to 
follow new procedures 
which are designed to 
contain any possible 
dust that might contain 
lead. 
 
Note that the new 
regulations may add 
cost to work you have 
done on your home. 


