
When Rich Martin isn’t fighting fires, his chimney-
sweeping business, Chimney Safe, is preventing them. He 
tastes soot as it falls on his face, wrestles a chimney brush 
through vents and vacuums each hearth until it’s spotless. 
He says he doesn’t mind getting dirty, but when he gets 
home his wife sometimes tells him, “Why don’t you go take 
a shower, dirty boy?”

+ david cawthon

How did you get started?
It basically was a second job. I went from having a pretty 
substantial income to a fairly reduced income when I became 
a firefighter. I was offered a job from another firefighter who 
owned Chimney Safe at the time. I eventually bought the 
business from him.

How exactly do you clean a chimney?
We tarp the house to make sure we don’t bring anything 
in. We bring a vacuum cleaner to keep the dust down, and 
then we start on the roof. We clean from the top to the 
bottom, and we check out the flue and smoke chamber to 
make sure it’s safe. After that, we clean the inside, clean the 
smoke chamber and make sure everything in the chimney is 
connected properly. 

What kind of gear is required?  
We have these things called soot suits. I call them my 
snowman suits because they look like the Michelin Man. 
They zip up and have a hood and respirator. When you’re 
done, you take the suit off and throw it away.

Have you found anything weird in a chimney?
We found Dr Pepper and Coca-Cola bottles dating back to 
the ’50s and the ’60s. We found Pabst Blue Ribbon and the 
remainder of a six-pack of Schlitz malt liquor. There were 
five left out of six, so the bricklayer had at least had one.

What makes sweeping chimneys worthwhile?
You get to meet a lot of different types of people. I’ve worked 
on $15,000-20,000 homes, and I’ve been in multimillion-
dollar homes — the people are all the same. They want good 
service and quality.

What time of year is your busiest?
The crazy season is from about mid- to late August until 
about Thanksgiving because everyone wants a fire by 

Thanksgiving. If they don’t get it by Thanksgiving, you 
better have it going by Christmas. I wonder why I do this 
in October during the first cold night. The phone lights up 
about 100 times a day. I still enjoy it though.

How well do you know your clients?
Most companies like mine would like to do 10,000 chimneys 
a year, but I’d rather do 800 to 1,000 chimneys a year, get to 
know my clients personally, provide a better quality service 
and not worry about how many I can do a day. I don’t want to 
be the Wal-Mart of chimneys. I want my customers to know 
they can trust us.

Has your knowledge as a firefighter helped you as a 
chimney sweep?
I guess having seen the devastation, I’m more in tune with 

what needs to be done. I’m maybe more anal-retentive 
or extremely particular, and I think that’s why. I’ve seen 
what can happen. It’s very sickening to see somebody lose 
everything. Fire is not very forgiving.

What do you do in addition to cleaning?
We do fireplace installations and construction. We consult 
people who put stoves in themselves and want to make 
sure it’s done right. We do chimney repairs, crown repairs, 
chimney relines and flue replacements. We are a full-service 
hearth company. I have designed a lot of hearths for people. 
We also sell stoves.

Does being dirty ever faze you?
I’m used to being dirty. It comes off eventually. If it doesn’t, 
it’s just a war wound.
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on the job chimney sweep

MAILE PIHANA, 24
“I would not shave my 
head. I don’t think bald 

Britney Spears would be 
a good look for me.” 

SHANE
WILLIAMS, 36

“I wouldn’t be caught 
in the depths of space 

because it is cold there.”

RUSTY TIFF, 38
“I would not put up with 
someone who cheats.”

AUDRA 
HANDSCHKE, 20 

“I would not eat a 
cockroach. They gross me 

out to no end.” 

STACYE SMITH, 48
“I wouldn’t eat raw meat 

for love. I wouldn’t do that 
for anything or anybody.”

What would you 
not do for love?

+ ShEa RoLL

NAME: Rich Martin  AGE: 49  COMO RESIDENT SINCE: 1961 
AT JOB SINCE: 1992  CONTACT: 875-5704  ONLINE: chimney-safe.com


