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Note


FROM THE ARCHIVES


The items appearing under this heading appeared in early editions of The Field. They are reproduced for interest only and any advice should not necessarily be heeded today.






















Foreword





There was a moment when The Field and Radio 1 collided briefly. A reader had asked our Country Queries editor for a foolproof method of disposing of the moles transforming his lawn into a workmanlike model of the Himalayan foothills. Our lady recommended the usual array of formidable traps but her suggestion was trumped by another reader, who’d discovered that moles would flee instantly if piped a constant stream of Radio 1, volume turned to high.


Radio 1, suitably flattered by a mention in The Field, then set about compiling the Mole Catcher’s Top Ten. Naturally, this included most tracks from the Velvet Underground and Elvis Presley’s The Green Green Grass to Roam but the winner, by a substantial margin, was The Clash’s I Fought The Lawn (And the Lawn Won).


Field readers always have the solution to a problem, whether it’s a pattern for kilt socks (Patons No 3285) or cleaning out a vacuum flask (bicarb of soda), and they have always been more than forthcoming with robust advice; you should not, perhaps, ask a Field reader for the best way to cure a sick guinea pig.


The majority of the answers however, have been hunted down by our Country Queries editors, those selfless stalwarts who settle down to the daily mound of letters with the dedication of Bletchley Park code-breakers.


Under my editorship, there have been two such paragons: Christina Grindon and Rosie Macdonald. Together they have manned the Country Queries desk with style and charm, remaining totally unflustered even when some of the queries have bordered on the bizarre. (A ban still exists on the topic of fishing flies and female pheromones.)


Their work fills much of this book, put together with panache by the Quiller Publishing team under the guidance of Alexandra Henton of The Field.


Mostly, however, this book is the creation of Field readers, whose appetite for knowledge and enthusiasm in sharing it has sustained the magazine for more than 150 years. The result is indispensable to everyone who faces the daily challenges of living in a country house.




 





Jonathan Young, Editor
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Household





Copper Shine


Q. I have a circular copper dish approximately 30cm (1ft) deep and 45cm (1½ft) wide in which I grow plants. It sits in the garden and is now completely black. I would like to get it cleaned so the original copper colour shows through, and then cover it in some form of varnish to prevent it re-tarnishing. Where might I get this work done?


SS, Farnham, Hants


A. Copper that has turned black from the weather may need to be polished by machine to bring back its original hue. Brass Master specialises in the repair, cleaning and production of items in brass, copper and bronze. The firm would polish this item by hand on a three-phase polishing lathe, which would return its original mirror finish. Firstly, a string mop and special soap would cut through the black grime; followed by the application of a stitch mop and polishing soap that would help its shine return; and ending with a soft mop and rouge polishing soap for the original mirror finish. To help keep this finish the dish could be sprayed with a clear lacquer but the lacquer cannot be guaranteed for items kept outside; it would last very much longer indoors. The process would take an hour and cost approximately £70.


Call Brass Master on 07713526495 or visit www.brassmaster. co.uk.


Another method for less stained copper is: Sprinkle coarse salt on to half a lemon and rub the copper vigorously. Wipe with a damp cloth and polish with a soft dry one.




Reader’s top tips


DECANTER


To clean a narrow-necked decanter, fill it with lukewarm water and plunge vigorously with a bunch of stinging nettles (best to wear gloves).


B Ashton, Derbyshire





Stains on Steel


Q. I am contemplating bringing a set of 18th-century silver-handled knives back into use. What can I use to polish the non-stainless knife blades?


MCM, Sudbury, Suffolk


A. Steel knives are very hard to keep clean and shiny as they are affected by water and dampness which cause rust. Before the invention of stainless steel Victorian maids used a special machine, the Kent knife cleaner, to polish them. The knives would be put blade down into holes along the top of the machine with a small amount of polishing powder. A handle was then turned to move hard brushes inside the machine that removed pitting on the blades and polished them up.


It is still possible to purchase the Kent knife cleaner at auction or at a general antique/junk shop. Alternatively, the blades can be cleaned by using a burnt cork and charcoal but if they are very rusty they might require some professional treatment first. As steel knives are susceptible to rust you might consider spraying the blades with WD-40 after use. This can be wiped off before re-use.


Wasp Wash


Q. Wasps have been stripping the surface of our outdoor teak furniture over the past couple of years. Do you know of something that would deter them without killing any other insects that might land on it?


TJ, Sibbertoft, Leicestershire


A. Wasps build their nests from pulp gathered from the scraping and eating of wood. They attack garden furniture and leave marks which will scrub and weather out. These can be removed with a scrubbing brush and water. This is easier if the furniture has been thoroughly wetted and allowed to stand for 20 minutes to soften any surface dirt. After scrubbing allow the teak to dry fully before sanding very lightly with glass paper. Then wash the furniture with a very strong solution of Dettol and water. If the wasps have been regularly attacking the wood you may have a nest nearby.




Reader’s top tips


WASPS


To stop alfresco dining from being spoiled by wasps cover an old jam-jar, still containing something sweet, tightly with cling film and make a small hole in the top. The stinging nasties will crawl in for a feast and be trapped.


Mrs V Cross, Cumbria








Cap Repair


Q. I have a much loved tweed cap bought from Lock & Co of St James’s about 15 years ago, which is in need of repair and attention. It also has a thin rim of dirt and grease at the bottom outside edge of the cap. Lock’s tell me that the person who used to do its repairs has retired and does not know anybody else who can do them. Can you help?


DR, Alton, Hampshire


A. Lock’s is happy to undertake repair work on tweed caps that have been purchased relatively recently but does not undertake work on caps of this vintage. This is party due to the fact that the fabric might have perished, any tweed used would be of a different colour and quality due to its age and the general overall finished effect might not fit the high standards for which Lock’s is known. It offers the following advice for home care: clean off all mud and dirt when dry by using a pure bristle hat brush and steam from a kettle if necessary; stubborn grease marks can be removed by using a spirit such as lighter fuel or dry cleaning fluid, but test a small area inside the cap first; and maintain the cap size by inserting a hat jack (available from Lock’s) inside, adjusting to a close fit and leaving in a wet or steamed cap until dry.


It is worth approaching your local dry-cleaners to see whether it offers an efficient mending service – many do. Alternatively, go to www. lockhatters.co.uk or visit its stand at the Game Fair to invest in a new cap.




Reader’s top tips


POLLEN STAINS


If disaster strikes and you get staining lily pollen on your clothes, carefully use Sellotape to lift off the grains and save your shirt or jumper. Keep lifting with fresh tape until the pollen has gone.


W Bedford, Kent








Putty Put-Off


Q. Recently I had the windows renewed on one side of my house at great expense as magpies had eaten the putty out of the windows. The work was finished one week and the next week they had eaten all the putty again. What can I do to make the putty less appealing for the wretched birds?


SR, Royston, Cambridgeshire


A. This is a relatively common problem as the magpies are attracted to the linseed oil, an ingredient in the putty. The RSPB suggests a variety of solutions. You could use an alternative putty such as Arbolite, or paint the putty with a bird repellent that contains aluminium ammonium sulphate (available from hardware stores, pet shops and garden centres). This makes the putty unpalatable but does not harm the birds. Since the problem is sometimes caused by the magpie seeing its reflection in the window and pecking at the putty and glass to try and get through to its opponent, covering the glass and putty with cling film can help prevent this. You can also hang old CDs and strips of foil on fishing wire across the window when waiting for the putty to harden, which should be enough to deter the magpies. Birds often develop habits and this spell of intervention should be enough to break their obsession with it.


Professional painters and glaziers solve the problem of birds attacking new putty for its linseed oil content by painting the putty over with a white lead paint as soon as the surface has hardened slightly. It seems to work most of the time but not infallibly, depending how hungry and determine the birds are.


Alternatively, use one of the synthetic types of putty or sealants which are a little more expensive but more durable than linseed oil putty. Another solution might be to add pepper to the putty to deter the magpies, or cover it with sealant tape or sheets of polythene.


Take the Heat Off


Q. I would like to remove heat stains from my mahogany table which was damaged by having hot plates put on it. Is there a product available on the market to remove these?


SM, Odenthal, Germany


A. There are two products available to buy that help remove heat marks. Liberon Ring Remover will remove most white watermarks and heat marks from polished surfaces including French polishes, varnishes and lacquers. It is non-colouring. Visit www.liberon.co.uk for details of stockists.


Antiquax Ring Remover is a blend of oil and turpentines that removes most heat marks from polished furniture, the website is www.antiquax. info. Both of these products should be tried first on a small, discreet area to ensure they are suitable for your piece of furniture. If the marks made by water or heat are dark they indicate damage to the wood, in which case contact a furniture restorer before you proceed.




Reader’s top tips


METHS


To remove watermarks, moisten a pad of cotton wool with methylated spirits, add a drop of linseed oil as a lubricant. Wrap paid in a double thickness of butter muslin and gently rub the stain.


S Martin, Horsham, Sussex
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Extending Flower Life


Q. Is there an ingenious way of extending the life of cut flowers? I am usually given a few bunches by visitors over Christmas and feel embarrassed at sometimes having to bin them before the guest departs.


CT, by e-mail


A. There are various items you can add to the water of cut flowers or flower arrangements to extend their life. A crushed aspirin placed in the water before the flowers are added to the vase; a teaspoon of sugar, a pinch of salt and teaspoon of baking powder; a multivitamin tablet; and a copper coin may help the flowers last longer. It is still important to make sure the vase has been well cleaned first and that the water is changed regularly.
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Reader’s top tips


CANDLES


To increase the burning time of candles, put them in the freezer for a while before they are used.


Neville Smith, Monmouth, Gwent








Bad Hair Days


Q. A local cat has been breaking into our house by squeezing through any window we leave open, no matter how small the gap. Though we have virtually cured this problem, we can’t seem to get rid of the excess cat hair left behind. It appears to be stuck to various chairs and a vacuum doesn’t remove it despite the manufacturer’s claims. Can you help?


CKB, Steeple Bumpstead, Suffolk


A. A quick and efficient way to remove cat hair from upholstery is by using a rubber glove that has a raised grip on its palm. Put the glove on, dampen it, then rub in short scraping motions against the fabric. The cat hair will stick to the glove. This also works using a damped sponge. If you are concerned about the upholstery getting slightly damp, test a small area first to see whether it marks.


Moths Galore


Q. I have lost five suits and numerous woollen garments to a plague of moths. Mothballs and other products have failed. Have you any killer ideas?


DP, London


A. To prevent and reduce moth infestation, regularly vacuum under beds, in wardrobes, along skirting boards and under furniture that is not moved often. Moths dislike light and disturbance. Their life cycle is about 21 days, so every month open drawers, vacuum corners, shake out clothing and, on a sunny day, hang suits outside to air. Never put clothes away dirty as this will make an attack more likely. When storing clothes make sure they have been cleaned and put them away in sealed plastic bags. To work in parallel with the cleaning use a moth repellent such as lavender oil liberally soaked into handkerchiefs and hung in the wardrobe at intervals or smeared on paper and put in drawers. Santa Maria Novella, London sw3, tel 020 7460 6600, sells an oil, Cartine Odorose preservare la Lana, infused with lavender, cedar and mint, which you apply to acid-free cards and hang from the hangers. Both methods keep cupboards and drawers fresh and moth-free. For a serious infestation Rentokil has a powerful range of insecticides and can treat areas for you to ensure the problem has been dealt with fully. Then start afresh using lavender oil as a preventive measure. Call Rentokil on 0800 218 2210.


See also Reader’s Top Tips below




Reader’s top tips


MOTHS


To keep moths from destroying your favourite cashmere jumpers collect some conkers and pack them among clothes in drawers or string them from wardrobe rails. Conkers are also effective in repelling spiders. They needn’t be obvious; hide them behind furniture or in corners and watch your spider population wither away. They may return when the conkers dry up. In simpler times conkers were carried in coat pockets to help prevent piles and rheumatism.


Sheila Faulks, York







Reader’s top tips


MOTH DAMAGE


To prevent moth damage freeze cashmere jumpers for a week and then store with lavender.


Mrs Watts, Leicestershire








Freshening Flasks


Q. I have an assortment of flasks, mainly stainless steel, which have had a lot of use over the summer and they all seem to have retained certain odours. I would like to know exactly how I should clean them to ensure that they stay fresh. Can I put them in the dishwasher?


TG, by e-mail


A. Firstly clean the stainless steel or glass-lined flask with washing-up liquid and warm water to remove the residual contents. For basic staining and odour removal fill the flask with a large teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda and hot water, secure the lid tightly and leave overnight, then rinse well. If the problem is excessive repeat the same process with a normal household scale remover or a denture tablet. Always soak overnight and rinse well before use. If the flasks are used on a weekly basis, full cleaning is ideally performed once a week to prevent a build-up of stains and odour. The moist, dark environment of a flask is an ideal place for mould spores to grow, so flasks should always be stored with their lids off. Thermos UK says flasks must not be put in the dishwasher, immersed in water or have any abrasive or bleach products used in them.




Reader’s top tips


TEA AND COFFEE STAINS


To remove tea and coffee stains from a stainless steel flask put one dishwasher tablet in the flask with hot water overnight. Then rinse out.


P M Drummond, Whitebridge, Inverness-shire
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Soap Saver


Q. As operators of a farmhouse bed and breakfast we are constantly inundated with small pieces of slightly used, good-quality soap. Is there a good way of recycling them into larger blocks for our own use?


PDM, Newnham Bridge, Worcs


A. There are various uses for those remaining bits of soap. To recycle the small pieces to make a large bar, place them in a saucepan, cover with water and allow to soak for 24 hours. Bring to the boil, stirring occasionally. Remove from the heat and add a tablespoon of vegetable oil to each cupful of soap mixture. Pour this into suitable moulds and allow to harden for 10 to 14 days before use. If you want to use the soap after 24 hours then leave out the vegetable oil.


Leftover pieces can also be used to make liquid soap. Place the scraps of soap in a jar of hot water, add a dash of lemon juice and glycerine and shake well. Leftover soap can be used to make an all-purpose stain remover too. Chop four cupfuls of the soap and place them in a saucepan with three tablespoons of eucalyptus oil, a cup of methylated spirits and a cup of boiling water. Stand the saucepan in a larger pan of hot water over a medium heat, stirring the mixture until it turns clear. Pour the soap into moulds and allow to cool. The soap takes about four weeks to harden fully.


It is important not to mix soaps of different shades as the end colour can be unpleasant.




Reader’s top tips


SPLINTERS


To remove splinters or thorns without using a needle, place some soft soap in the pad of a plaster, sprinkle brown sugar on to the soap and apply the plaster over the area. After a day or so the splinter should come out.


Sarah Gammage, Guilsborough, Northamptonshire








Mistletoe Ball


Q. We are lucky to have good crops of accessible mistletoe growing in trees near us. Every year I decorate the house with bunches but this year I would like to try something different, perhaps trying to shape it into a ball. Have you any suggestions on how to do this in a simple way and so it doesn’t fall apart?


RJH, by e-mail


A. I have taken advice from a florist who suggests using a pre-soaked oasis ball that has been left to drain. Make a hole through the centre of the foam ball with a knitting needle or skewer and push a length of decorative ribbon through and out the other side. Tie the end of the ribbon to a small piece of wood, which will act as a toggle. Cover the foam ball with moss, securing it with florist wire bent like a hair-pin. Spear the moss ball with pieces of mistletoe and continue until the ball is well covered. Using the foam also ensures that the mistletoe lasts for longer. You can add crystal droplets and extra ribbons should you wish.


Maximising Mask Life


Q. I have been given a fox mask. The mask was well preserved and mounted in 1936 having been caught by the Cattistock pack. It rather lacks lustre and in particular the teeth are very yellow. How can I improve it?


DL, Skipton, N.Yorks


A. If the mount or mask is damaged in any way the most efficient method of ensuring its continued longevity is to approach a local taxidermist who will patch, fill and groom as necessary. Otherwise check for signs of insect infestation and if you find any, cure it by freezing the mask for two weeks at a temperature of minus 20°C or using chemicals relating to the insect, which can be bought at hardware stores.


To protect against moths make a small incision in a discreet part of the mask and push in a moth ball. To clean the fur set the nozzle on your Hoover to blow rather than suck as this will gently remove all dust and dirt. Then brush the fur gently with a soft brush. If the fur still appears dull lightly sponge with either a dry-cleaning fluid or a mild detergent. Don’t soak or immerse the mask in water.


The teeth can be cleaned by gently rubbing them with either wire wool or a small wire brush and methylated spirits. You might need to repeat the process a few times to achieve a reasonable colour. This should rejuvenate the mask sufficiently to provide you with years of pleasure.




Reader’s top tips


UNSHRINK WOOLLIES  


To unshrink a sweater, soak for 15 minutes in a sink of luke-warm water with 2tbsp of baby shampoo. Roll in a towel to absorb moisture, pin to a cork board and stretch to size. Repeat every few hours until dry.


Lucy Frampton, by e-mail







Reader’s top tips


GUMBOOTS


If gumboots are wet and smelly, a quick solution is to cut a boot shape in a good-quality carrier bag, tape the open seam, apart from the top and toe and put it in the boot. Taking care not to get it all too hot, blow a hair-drier down the boot for a few minutes. Don’t let it melt the bag. If you have more time, warm newspaper is a very good start to the process.


John Clements, by e-mail








Tennis Courts Gather Moss


Q. Apart from Jeyes Fluid or a biological soap powder has anyone got any good ideas on how to remove moss from the surface of hard tennis courts?


MLS, Woodbridge, Suffolk


A. Hard tennis courts that suffer from moss should ideally be cleaned twice a year when the temperature is above 10°C. The position of the court and amount of shade play an enormous part in the build-up of moss and its requirement for regular cleaning. Jeyes Fluid or biological powder can damage the surface of the court and it is advisable to spray the court with a fungicide instead. Most garden centres or nurseries supply suitable sprays for moss and one would need three litres (5 pints) of fungicide to 60 litres (13 gallons) of water approximately to spray one court. These sprays are weaker than commercial sprays, but are still efficient.


You can pressure wash the surface of the court and then spray it with a suitable product, ensuring the weather will be fine for a minimum of two hours but ideally dry for 24 hours before you do so. The whole process should take a couple of days, with the court being ready to use immediately and the moss dying within 14 to 21 days.


Candle Wax


Q. Can you please come to my help and salvage my marriage? Over Christmas I spilt candle wax across a natural stone hearth fireplace and have found it difficult to remove completely. I can’t convince my wife that the candle wax enhances the character of a family home.


DVW, Codsall, Staffordshire


A. Marriage can be a tricky business without the extra problem of candle wax, but all is not lost. I suggest using an extremely sharp knife to scrape off the surface wax before lightly sanding the area with fine sandpaper.





 Storing Holly


Q. It seems that every year the birds strip our holly trees of berries at just the wrong time. Is there a good way to store holly if you cut it early for Christmas? Also when is a good time to shape and prune unruly bushes?


CS, by e-mail


A. Suppliers of holly cut it as soon as the berries are ripe and place it in cold storage with adjustable light and temperature, but this method is virtually impossible for most of us to copy. Instead, start by keeping an eye on the birds’ activity and cutting the holly as late as possible.


Insert the cut branches close together in the ground so that they can take up as much moisture as they require from the soil. Cover them with a fine mesh netting and bury the edges in the ground to ensure mice or birds cannot get in. For extra protection, place a few mouse traps among the holly.


Another method of storing is to place the cut branches in buckets of water in a cool shed. However, keep the branches away from any stored vegetables or fruit as the latter release a gas called ethylene, which will ‘ripen’ the holly. Depending on the size of your holly bush, you can also net or partially net the tree directly. The birds might damage the outside berries slightly but the majority will remain intact.


Because the flower buds are formed in late summer, any pruning and shaping should be undertaken in spring or early summer to avoid cutting away next year’s flowers and, consequently, berries. It is always a good idea to keep the base of the holly tree open to air and light as it ensures that there is no dying back of the lower branches. These vulnerable branches can suffer from a fungus that attacks feeble twigs in the damp and shade.
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Bonkers about Conkers


Q. Autumn brings the conker season and with it great demands on my memory of how to harden the conkers. My great-grandson is desperate for a champion conker and it has been a few decades since I have had the delight of playing. Can you help?


JS-B, Droitwich, Worcestershire


A. Collecting conkers for the forthcoming season has to be one of the major highlights of the autumn for the young (and old). The best conkers are those that are just ripe but haven’t fallen. They should be slightly smaller than a golf ball.


There are numerous ways of conker hardening, though some border on cheating. The traditional method is to drill holes in the conker and leave in the airing cupboard for a year, by which time it will be rock hard.


If this is your first conker season you will need a quicker method. Soak the conker in vinegar for a good hour and then bake in the hot oven for five to 10 minutes. Don’t leave them to roast and go black; all you are trying to do is speed up the drying process. Alternatively, place in a cool oven overnight. Remember to make the holes in the conkers before you embark on the hardening process and don’t forget to collect extra conkers to store for next year.




Reader’s top tips


BLOCKED GULLIES


An empty fertiliser bag or large plastic bag is brilliant for unblocking rainwater gullies with a U-bend. Fill the drain with water, stuff the bag down the gully, then pull it out as quickly as possible. Repeat several times as necessary. It has the same effect as a plunger.


William May Somerville, Devon








Spout Cleaning


Q. We have a silver teapot which we use daily. Large pieces of tannin have started coming out of the spout. How can I remove the encrusted tannin from that area?


RDW, by e-mail


A. The Silver Trust was set up in 1987 as a registered charity. It encourages and publicises the work of practising British silversmiths, with many of the silversmiths receiving commissions as a result.


Christopher English of the Trust kindly offers the following advice: use one from a choice of three substances to remove the tannin; two tablespoons of bicarbonate of soda, a Steradent tablet or a vinegar/water solution mixed in equal measures. In each case put your chosen cleaner in the bowl of the teapot, fill with warm water and leave overnight. The following morning use a spout brush to clean the spout gently and rinse well. Mr English warns that if the spout is severely clogged with tannin you might find the silver underneath is badly pitted and could easily end up with leaks, so take it carefully. Most hardware shops sell spout brushes.
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Reader’s top tips


TEAPOT


To keep a unused teapot fresh put a dry tea bag in it.


Jean Grieve, Farnborough








Beeswax Polish


Q. I have been given 2kg of beeswax. Can you suggest a simple recipe for furniture polish?


LW-S, Selby, North Yorkshire


A. David Bates of Camelot Country Products tells me that turpentine and beeswax make a good polish; the addition of carnauba wax is not necessary. Use real turpentine and not substitutes.


To make: put equal amounts of beeswax (broken into small pieces) and turpentine (for example, 100g (4oz) and 100ml (3½ fl oz) respectively) into a large jam jar and put the lid on. Place somewhere warm until the wax has dissolved into the turpentine, which takes a few days. Then transfer into smaller jars or tins ensuring the lids provide a good seal to prevent the turpentine evaporating. Alternatively, you could melt the wax, add the turpentine and immediately pour into tins or preheated jars to set.


Always melt the wax using a water bath: place a small saucepan of wax inside the larger pan of water. Never place a pan of wax directly on a hot plate or ring. Beeswax will not boil but just get hotter and hotter until it ignites. Turpentine is flammable and the melted wax should be kept well away from the heat source when the turpentine is added. Heed the health warnings that come with turpentine.


To use: for polished wood, apply the wax sparingly with a cloth or soft brush. Leave for about 20 minutes to allow penetration of the wood then polish with a soft cloth. Doing this every few months should be enough. For unpolished wood, apply a few coats of sanding sealer, available from hardware shops, as per the instructions, then a reasonable amount of beeswax polish and give it a good, hard polish every day for about a week. Then use as for polished wood.


David Bates supplies beeswax in blocks or granulated, his own beeswax polish, wild-flower honey and beekeeping books and equipment; he is happy to give beekeeping advice. Contact Camelot Country Products, Curry Rivel, Langport, Somerset ta10 0hb, tel 01458 253098, www.honeyshop.co.uk.





Beeswax Balsam


Q. Do you know of a recipe for what Mother called beeswax balsam for polishing wood? Apart from beeswax, I’m sure the mixture contained turpentine.


RS, Braunton, Devon


A. Fosse Way Honey gave me the following recipe. Put a pint of genuine turpentine into a jar and add 100g (4oz) shredded beeswax and 25g (1oz) shredded white candle wax to it. Cover and leave it somewhere warm to dissolve for 48 hours. Then mix 50g (2oz) grated Lux soap in 150ml (¼ pint) of warm water, and amalgamate with the dissolved waxes. Add two tablespoons of vinegar and mix well. Pour the resulting cream into suitable jars and store. This cream provides a lasting polish that feeds the wood and will withstand the damp. Beeswax in 100g (4oz) blocks is available from Fosse Way Honey. The company also sells beeswax furniture cream. Contact Fosse Way Honey, Northcote, Deppers Bridge, Southam, Warwickshire cv47 2su tel 01295 780054.




Reader’s top tips


CARTON RECYCLING


Tetra Pak and similar coated cartons cannot be recycled with paper and there are few specialist recycling facilities for them. However, they make excellent firelighters. Wash, allow to dry thoroughly, then scrunch up and light the opened end.


David Starbuck-Edwards, Chester








 Bath Infusions


Q. We have a good selection of herbs in the garden, more than we can eat or dry. We’d like to use some to make scented baths but are not sure how to go about it. Can you help?


GLR, Emerson’s Green, Avon


A. Put a good handful of a freshly picked single herb or a mixture of up to four different herbs in the middle of a piece of muslin or fine gauze and draw up the corners into a bag. Tie securely adding a loop long enough to hang over the hot tap so that the bag sits in the running water. The essential oils will be drawn out by the heat. Chamomile, jasmine and valerian make relaxing baths, basil, rosemary, thyme and lemon verbena are stimulating and calendula and comfrey are healing. There are so many uses for herbs, from disinfectants, fly-away posies and rinse-waters to scented ink, aromatic beads, pomanders and skin cleaners that it is worth investing in a good book, such as The Complete Book of Herbs by Lesley Bremness.
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Aga Cleaning


Q. How do you get the hard baked-on grease off an Aga? All the experts seem to say don’t let it get baked on, mop up all splashes with a wet cloth and so on. But in the real world, fat does spit and does get baked on hard. I reckon you need a mild solution of caustic soda but what is the right strength and should it be made with cold, warm or hot water?


CMY, Plymouth, Devon


A. Aga says that in the oven any grease should burn off and therefore not need cleaning. For the enamel it does, as you say, suggest cleaning before it gets baked on but also suggests its own vitreous enamel cleaner.


Caustic soda is a dangerous substance and should not be used; baking soda is also inappropriate but Dri-Pak, which manufactures soda crystals (in effect, washing soda), says that a solution of soda crystals and water is effective for a myriad of things, including the removal of burnt-on food and grease from pans and cookers (inside and out). The exception is aluminium on which it should not be used.


Dri-Pak confirms it is OK to use a soda solution on the vitreous enamel of an Aga but says that if the Aga is permanently on and therefore permanently hot, a soda solution would dry too quickly and leave white marks. In this case you should use Dri-Pak ready-to-use liquid soda, which comes in a spray bottle and has added ingredients to stop this happening. Apart from a permanently hot Aga, use the spray on a cold oven.


To make a strong soda solution for pans and cookers, use 150g (5 oz) of soda crystals to 500ml (¾ pint) of hot water. For badly burnt-on grease or food leave to soak a little while before wiping off, and repeat the process until clean.


Liquid soda and/or soda solution in varying strengths has a wide range of uses including removing tannin stains from teapots and cups, removing odours and stains from chopping boards, removing grease and lime scale from baths, and keeping waste pipes clear. For a comprehensive leaflet on what soda can be used for, call Dri-Pak on 0115 932 5165 or visit its website, www.dripak.co.uk.




Reader’s top tips


PUMICE STONE


Gently rub lime scale that has accumulated on chrome bath taps with pumice stone.


Sue Tunnard, King’s Lynn, Norfolk








Wasps in the Attic  


Q. As we are plagued each year by wasps nesting in the roof of our house, I wonder whether you can recommend a wasp deterrent. Each year the pest-control people deal with the nests but we really need to find a deterrent since a member of the family is seriously allergic to wasp stings.


PS, Kidderminster, Worcs


A. John Peacock of Basingstoke & District Beekeepers’ Association tells me that the wasps’ cycle begins in the winter with a queen wasp that finds a shed or loft to hibernate in. Early in spring, she will wake and lay just a few eggs; these will hatch and begin to make a nest, then as more eggs are laid and hatched so the nest grows.


There is no deterrent that will keep the queen from hibernating in your loft. However, the best thing to do is to go up into your loft each year around February/March time. If there is an old wasps’ nest then get rid of it – the queen will not be using this and it will only contain dead wasps. Next, look for a small ball, somewhere between the size of a ping-pong and a tennis ball, that looks like it’s made of papier-mâché. This will be the new nest and will contain the queen wasp and a few of her daughters. If you destroy this small nest you will have no problem later in the year.


Incidentally, during most of their lives wasps are meat-eaters and will help rid your garden of aphids, bluebottles and so on, but will also eat bees and butterflies. Towards the end of their life, (August/September) they develop a sweet tooth (other than the queens) and this is when we notice them most as they are drawn by the smell of sweet food. If you want to create a wasp trap using a jar, bait it with jam. Do not use honey or you will attract bees.
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Rose Confetti


Q. Can you tell me how to make rose-petal confetti for my daughter’s wedding in September?


JO, Oswaldkirk, Yorkshire


A. The following is a recipe for rose pot-pourri; for confetti, I suggest omitting any ingredients that you feel would be too strong.


Gather the petals of fully open, sweet-scented roses in dry weather. Spread on a clean surface or paper in an airy room with an open window, or in the still air under a verandah or shed. When dried crisp, place in layers in a jar or bowl, sprinkling between each a mixture of 25g (1oz) powered orris root, 12g (½oz) bay salt, 6g (¼oz) allspice, 6g (¼oz) mace, 6g (¼oz) cinnamon, a small piece of gum alibanum and a few drops of an essential oil, violet perhaps. You can also add a few dried leaves of scented herbs: thyme, marjoram, mint, sage, basil, tansy and lavender flowers.


Stir well, seal with cling film and leave for two to three weeks. For pot pourri, then fill containers with perforated lids. For confetti, gently sieve out any granules and use the petals/leaves/flowerheads.


Bird Droppings


Q. Can you tell me how to remove a bird’s droppings from clean sheets that were drying on the line?


PK, Llandrindod Wells, Powys


A. Normal droppings should come out if you rewash the sheets, but for droppings with berries in them soak the stain in a solution of one part 20-vol hydrogen peroxide to six parts cold water. On white fabrics, a diluted bleach can be used.




Don’t Cry over Creosote


Q. Do you know how I could remove some creosote that I spilled in the boot of my jeep? The stain is bad and the smell overpowering!


DA, Knowle, West Midlands


A. Wipe over with white spirit and leave to soak for a while. Then scrub with a strong solution of detergent, such as Fairy Liquid, mixed with a little very hot water. The treatment may need to be repeated for complete success.


A Simple Solution


Q. I have a new carpet and a very old dog. When I left the dog at home one afternoon it had had an accident on the carpet. I am having trouble removing the stain and wonder if you can suggest anything that might help?


BR, Portsmouth, Hants


A. The best thing I have found for removing stains and odours, new and old, is a product called Simple Solution which is effective on urine, blood, vomit, faeces, mildew and anything organic. It is safe to use on carpets, upholstery, curtains, clothing and bedding – anything that is water-safe and colour-fast (test a small area to check). It is a non-toxic, bacterial enzyme formulation that speeds up the biodegradation process and smells slightly of vanilla.


If you have already tried to remove the stain with detergent you should rinse the area with clean water first; then apply Simple Solution all over and leave for five to 10 minutes before blotting up with kitchen paper. I have found it best to wipe it over with a wet cloth afterwards. If the stain is stubborn, repeat the process, possibly leaving the solution on overnight covered with a damp cloth to stop it drying out. It is stocked by good pet shops and by the chains.







Reader’s top tips


DOG ODOUR


A great way to remove dog odour from the car is to sprinkle the seats with bicarb; after 20 minutes vacuum away. A saucer of vinegar left overnight will remove any lingering smell. Placing a fabric conditioner sheet behind the driver’s seat every three weeks prevents further odour developing.


Two cups of vinegar solution added to the final rinse when washing your dog reduces its odour generally without discomfort to the dog.


Kay Grant, Hereford







Reader’s top tips


WET DOG


To dry your dog quickly and efficiently, rub with a towel and pop it into a T-shirt, with its legs down the arm holes. Buy the T-shirt in a charity shop, combining two good things.


C M McDermott, Whitworth, Lancashire








Cluster’s Last Stand


Q. As autumn is on its way, can you tell me how to deter bluebottles from packing themselves into our wooden window frames to hibernate? Is there a substance which can be applied to discourage them?


ARD, North Lyth, Caithness


A. The flies you describe are more likely to be cluster flies. Bluebottles are normally attracted to nastier things like rotten meat and dustbins. Cluster flies are similar in appearance but are no risk to health. However, they often cause problems in buildings when attempting to hibernate. To get rid of them you will need to apply to the window frames an insecticidal smoke/fog or spray, obtainable from good hardware stores.




Reader’s top tips


FLIES


To keep flies off the windows, add a little paraffin to the water used for washing the windows. It gives a clear brilliant polish as well.


Pauline Watchorn, Bangor-on-Dee, Wrexham
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Larder for Life


Q. We are planning to build a traditional larder in our house. It will have a stone floor and slate shelves. Can you tell me how to construct the inner walls, how to ensure there is ventilation and how we can prevent damp getting in?


DNM, Milton Keynes, Bucks


A. You should build the internal walls with air bricks and then plaster over them. This should avoid the need for damp-proofing. Incorporate an air vent in the outside wall and cover it with perforated zinc which can be bought at hardware shops.




Reader’s top tips


SALT


Throw a handful of salt on the fire to keep your chimney clean.


Peter Olde, Kirkbymoorside, Yorkshire





Working on a Full Tank


Q. We have moved into a house that has a septic tank. Will brighteners, bleaches and enzymes in washing powers have any effect on the tank?


IG, Gargunnock, Stirlingshire


A. All active ingredients in soap and detergents are biodegradable by law and are safe for septic tanks in normal use but you should not dispose of anything in large quantities into the tank.


Do not pour any fats, oils or heavy grease down the drain. This also applies to paints, solvents, motor oils, garden chemicals and pesticides. Wash dishes in the dishwasher whenever possible as it converts fats into soap. You should use boiling water or rods instead of caustic soda to unblock a drain.


As the owner of a property with a septic tank you have a legal responsibility to ensure that it functions properly. Make sure that a dishwasher or washing machine is connected to a foul sewer or septic tank and not to a surface drain.


A comprehensive list of Dos and Don’ts is available from The Soap and Detergent Industry Association, 3/5 Clair Road, Haywards Heath, West Sussex, rh16 3dp, tel 01444 450884.





Oily Flags


Q. Have you any advice as to a method of removing a chainsaw oil stain from stone flags?


JP, Wiltshire


A. A number of people in the oil industry suggest that you should cover the stain with a fairly strong solution of detergent and leave it for half a day. Spray the detergent off with clean water, then cover the area with sand and shuffle around on it so that the sand acts as a mild abrasive. This will get rid of much of the stain but is unlikely to clear it completely. Once dry, you could use a sealant on the flags to prevent further staining.


Blotting Off Oil


Q. Very irritatingly, I have managed to stain my Norfolk jacket with gun oil. Can you suggest a way to remove it?


HJC, Oxon


A. Place some blotting paper over the stain and then press with a hot iron. The heat should loosen the oil for the blotting paper to soak up. You may have to repeat this treatment.




Reader’s top tips


BOOTS


If your hunting boots are a bit tight, pull nylon pop socks up over your breeches.


Francesca Roy, London








Hard Work, Soft Hands


Q. Since I spend much of my time riding or working in the garden, I get through a lot of hand cream. Is it possible to make it myself?


E H-J, Buckinghamshire


A. Try the following. Put six dessert spoons of grated white beeswax, eight of sweet almond oil and eight of coconut oil into a basin over a pan of hot water. Melt and blend gently. Stir in 12 dessert spoons of glycerine, a drop at a time. Take off the heat, add six drops of lavender oil and stir until creamy. Put into pots and seal.




Reader’s top tips


MUD


To restore mud-spattered stocks and breeches to sparkling whiteness, soak them in Napisan, available from supermarkets and chemists.


Philippa Cadogan, Frome, Somerset







Reader’s top tips


LEATHER JACKETS


For applying cream to Barbour and leather jackets use an old shaving brush. It uses a tenth of the cream and takes a tenth of the time.


Sam Clough, Nelson, Lancashire








Sparkling Crystal


Q. Is there a way to make lead crystal glasses which are too delicate to go into the dishwasher sparkle?


LW, Loughborough


A. Clean using ordinary washing-up liquid in water no more than handhot. Rinse twice, first in clean warm water and then in warm water with a little methylated spirits or white-wine vinegar added. Dry and then polish the glass by holding a soft, lint free cloth in one hand and rotating the glass against it.


A Gilt-Edged Question


Q. Can you tell me how to clean my gilt picture frames, which are somewhat old, safely?


PT, London


A. The gold leaf used is extremely thin and therefore fragile. Added to this is the fact that there are two main kinds of gilt: oil-based and water-based. If the gilt is burnished then it will be water-based and if any of it has worn or been stripped away you will see a red colour coming through. If the gilt is matt it will probably be oil-based and worn or stripped areas would show through as a yellowy-ochre colour.


Any liquid cleaner, spirit or water-based, would damage either type of gilt and therefore the only absolutely safe method of cleaning is to wipe with a dry lint-free cloth such as silk.





As Clear as Crystal


Q. How can I remove whitish stains that look like lime scale from inside a decanter? Methods already tried without success include lead shot, coarse sand, lime scale remover and vinegar.


GLC, Goring-on-Thames


A. Dissolve some dishwasher powder in hot water and leave until lukewarm. Fill the decanter with this solution and stand for about three days, shaking occasionally. This will gradually loosen the lime scale from the glass and a bottle brush ought to finish off the job. You may have to repeat this process once or twice.
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Reader’s top tips


BABY WIPES


Baby wipes, available from any chemist or supermarket, make brilliant carpet stain removers. They are particularly good for removing blood.


Dee Murray, Beaulieu, Hampshire








Time Will Tell


Q. I have an old clock which has stopped, probably due to dirt and neglect. Is there anything I can do myself to get it going again as it is too large and heavy to take to a clock-mender.


ST, Devon


A. If it is simply a question of the clock being dirty, put a rag soaked in paraffin on a saucer in the bottom of the clock and wait. The vapour from the paraffin gradually loosens the dirt and the clock should start to work again. You may well have to be patient for up to a month or two before noticing any effects.
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Coffee to Go


Q. Can you tell me how to remove an unsightly coffee stain from my lambswool jumper?


CN, Surrey


A. If the stain is recent moisten it and sponge with a solution of borax 15g to 250ml (½oz to ½ pint of tepid water); rinse and wash with a cold water woollen detergent.





Ageing Brass


Q. I need to replace some handles on an old chest of drawers but new brass will be very bright and obvious compared to the originals. Have you any suggestions?


PJE, Cumbria


A. Take your new brass handles and if they have been lacquered, remove this with paint-stripper. Place in a jam jar with a small pot of ammonia. The fumes will produce a ‘worn’ appearance on the surface of the brass.


The length of time to exposure will depend upon the effect you are seeking, but about 10 hours should suffice. Be careful not to expose them for too long or you may find the brass becomes damaged or will even disintegrate if it is very thin.




Reader’s top tips


BRASS  


Rather than spending a fortune on expensive cleaners to do the job, buff up brass to a nice shine with ketchup.


Mrs B Andrews, Oxon







Reader’s top tips


YEAST


Yeast keeps longer if stored in the fridge and can last up to a year if left in the freezer.


Jenny Rolestand, London








Get it off your Chest


Q. I recently purchased at auction an old oak chest which looks rather dull and grubby. Can you tell me how to clean it up without doing any damage?


EK, Cornwall


A. Your chest’s dirty appearance has probably been caused by a build-up of linseed oil and/or beeswax polish which has absorbed a lot of dirt and dust over the years. Much of this can be removed if you rub it down with a soft cloth using equal parts of raw linseed oil, vinegar and turpentine with ¼ part of methylated spirits, mixed together and shaken well.


To smooth off any roughness or particularly sticky patches, use fine steel wool. Then wipe it down using a soft cloth moistened with turpentine, and leave to dry. Vigorously rub in linseed oil daily for three to four weeks to give a very tough finish able to withstand damp and normal household damage.




Reader’s top tips


TIGHT JAR LIDS  


To open tight jar lids, put an elastic band around the top to give extra grip.


Helen Bedford, York
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Cold Fire


Q. In my cottage in Gloucestershire I have a large, open fireplace. However, it is very disappointing because virtually all the heat seems to go up the chimney and not into the room. Can you suggest a remedy?


MK, Berkshire


A. The problem lies in the design of the chimney. Fireplaces which are cavernous with a tall, straight chimney are inefficient. It is the ‘bent-knee’ shaped fireplaces which give out the most heat. The only way to increase the warmth in your room would be to alter the chimney. You will need to seek advice from local stone masons and dealers in fireplaces. Rather an expensive solution, unfortunately.




Reader’s top tips


FIRELIGHTER


To make environmentally friendly firelighters simply dry the peel of oranges or other citrus fruit on the Aga or in the airing cupboard. It’s a clean and brilliant way to kindle or revive a fire.


Revd Roger Burt, East Coker, Somerset







Reader’s top tips


OLD CANDLES


Old candles, particularly large ones, make ideal firelighters. Place one in a grate with some paper and a little kindling and it will produce a quick and easy fire.


Mrs R Drayton, Whepstead, Suffolk








Leaky Lead


Q. We consider our original leaded windows an attractive feature of our house, but unfortunately they let the rain in. Is there any way that we can repair them without having to resort to unsightly modern replacements?


TD-C, Essex


A. Over time, the leading between the panes of windows becomes a little loose, owing to differences in the expansion and contraction between the glass and the metal. First ensure that the panes are dry, then run a thin thread of plastic putty between the lead and the glass panes. It requires deftness, but it should be possible to ease the lead at the edge a little away from the glass in order to put in the putty, and then press the lead up again afterwards. The plastic putty will remain elastic, providing a good weatherproof seal.


Greasy Arms


Q. My fireside chairs are spoilt by the wooden arms, where one holds them, being dull and greasy. This will not polish off. I also have the same problem on part of my oak banister rail.


FW, North Yorkshire


A. It appears that the wooden arms of your chairs have probably become dull, sticky and greasy due to a build-up of varnish, wood finish, wax or oily polish, along with long handling.


A suggested treatment is to soften it up by applying a paint stripper, and then clean it off with a scraper or steel wool. Wash down with warm, soapy water, dry completely and then smooth with fine glass-paper, rubbing in the direction of the grain. The newly exposed surface can then be stained and repolished or covered with a polyurethane varnish.


If the wood has been French-polished, rub down with methylated spirit, but this would be ineffective on varnish. The alternative is to pay for a skilled craftsman to do the work.





Forget Elbow Grease


Q. Is there an easy way of cleaning my ornate silver bowl? I can no longer get hold of Goddard’s Plate Powder and would like to know if there is an alternative.


JS, Suffolk


A. An effective and easy way of cleaning silverware is to collect milk bottle tops which you place in a bowl with a teaspoon of washing soda. Place the silver in the bowl so that it is touching the bottle tops and then cover the lot with boiling water. Leave for a few minutes until the silver looks clean. Take out and rinse.


Dry with a soft cloth and you should have a gleaming bowl. It is important not to leave the silver soaking for too long as the process starts to reverse itself.




Reader’s top tips


PANS  


To keep aluminium pans clean boil up water with a sliver of lemon peel for five minutes and existing stains will disappear.


Caroline Scott, Lamington, Lanarkshire







Reader’s top tips


FAT USE


If you have goose flat left over from Christmas lunch it makes an excellent hoof oil and can be used over a horse’s loins when being roughed off to prevent rain-scald.


Sarah Watts, Leicestershire








Anti-Ant Action


Q. How can I stop small, black ants from invading the house, floors and cupboards without using dangerous poisons?


DF, Surrey


A. An old fashioned ‘safe’ remedy is to mix together equal parts (by bulk) of powdered borax and icing sugar. Sprinkle the mixture where the ants are active, such as thresholds of doorways and cracks in the walls. Trace the ants back to their nest and dust over their nesting area and trails.


Spring Clean


Q. My oak garden furniture looks grey-green and dirty from being out of doors too long. How can I best clean it?


CD, Shropshire


A. Scrub with a solution of domestic bleach and then sponge down with clear water. When dry, smooth by rubbing down with sandpaper. Brush clear of wood dust and apply a preservative wood stain. Finally, give the furniture a coat of a weather-resistant polyurethane varnish.




Reader’s top tips


WARTS


Tap a slice of garlic regularly over a stubborn wart to get rid of it.


John Hedley, by e-mail








Old Tiger


Q. My grandfather has left me a rather dirty, old, bedraggled, stuffed tiger’s head. Can you recommend the best way to clean it?


AC, Northumberland


A. As long as the hair of the tiger’s head and skin is still firmly anchored and the skin itself has suffered no deterioration, you can best clean the head by first removing all loose dust and detritus, carefully lifting it with a vacuum cleaner fitted with a small nozzle.


The fur can be further cleaned with a dry powder shampoo applied to the fur and then removed with the vacuum cleaner; or with a sudsy solution of a detergent suitable for wool (such as Stergene or Dreft) applied with a plastic sponge, rinsed off with clear, soft water, and then dried in the shade on a warm day or with a hair dryer.


The eyes and teeth can be wiped with a damp cloth dipped in detergent if necessary. There is no need for fresh preservative treatment but make sure that the head is dry before re-hanging.


You may need to watch out for moth and insect activity in the warmer months, but the application of a household insecticide around the base should prevent this.




Reader’s top tips


HICCUPS


Cure for hiccups: forget all the nonsense about drinking water from the wrong side of the cup; one certain cure is to drink a teaspoon of vinegar.


Mr Williams, Llewesog, North Wales








Beetroot-Handed


Q. How can one get rid of vegetable stains from one’s fingers?


JC, Cheshire


A. Rapid action is usually advisable with any type of stain. Vegetable stains can be removed from the fingers by soaking them for a few minutes in warm water to which a little lemon juice has been added. About a teaspoonful of lemon juice to 600ml (1 pint) of water should be sufficient. After soaking, the staining should easily rub off. An alternative method is to rub the stains directly with the skin of lemon or banana. After cleansing, the hands should be moisturised with a skin lotion.
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