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INTRODUCTION


When I was a young boy, my mother used to do a spring clean. Do you remember that? The parish priest or some important person would announce that he or she was going to pay a visit and Mum would get started with her cleaning list. After a winter with all of us huddled up inside, and coal fires burning in the grate, the house would have a lovely layer of soot and dust that needed special cleaning. Now, before my mother kills me, the house was never dirty – but it was considered a necessity in those days, to do a once-a-year, really deep clean: rugs would be lifted and taken outdoors to air, and then to have the dust beaten out of them, curtains would be taken down, nets whitened, tablecloths laundered, windows cleaned, and Dad would be sent to clean the gutters. I can’t say I that I ever saw the parish priest examining them for signs of dirt, but the point was, the spring clean was part of the yearly ritual of making a home sparkle.


There were weekly and monthly rituals too. I remember the Monday wash, the Friday cleaning of the cooker and so on. Housework in those days was a full-time job, with the wash beginning on Mondays, swishing around in a big tub, before being rinsed and put through the mangle – remember the mangle?! – then hung out to dry in the Irish wind and rain. And, if Mum was ever lucky enough to get a few good drying days, the wash would come back in, be put in the hot press to air, then ironed, then put away in drawers and wardrobes, before the whole cycle would begin again. I’m amazed at how Mum ever managed, running a house with five children in it and a husband who worked 12-hour days. But manage she did, and beautifully.


I’m tempted to think that it must have been much harder for her in ‘the olden days’, but I have since come to rethink that notion. Of course, housework would have been more labour intensive then, with no dishwasher or dryer – unless you count us Brennans, the human dishwashers! – no online grocery ordering, no convenience food; but there would have been that all-important commodity: time. Life wasn’t a constant round of activity, the way it is nowadays, with mums and dads both working, kids out at school or at soccer matches, scouts, music lessons and all that kind



of thing. Time nowadays is at a premium, and no person wants to spend his or her precious free time hoovering the skirting boards.


Which is where Mr Brennan’s Guide to Household Management comes in. I’m sure there will be those among you who will wonder what I have to say about housework – sure, you must hardly live at home, Francis, I can hear you say. And those of you who will have seen me wrestling to put on a duvet cover on live television might be a bit sceptical of my knowledge in that department, but running a hotel teaches you a lot about the importance and the pleasures of a tidy, clean place – how warm and welcoming it can feel, how much pleasure it can give you and others. My hotel is my ‘home’, and when I welcome people into it, I want them to feel that they can truly relax, knowing that the silver is polished, the napkins are laundered, the sofas cosy and clean.


Some of the old ways are still useful even today and we shouldn’t throw them away, from household budgets to working with the seasons and from traditional home cleaners that are well worth using to clever shopping, but I know that we have to be sensible about how that all fits into our busy modern lives. There’s a lot to learn from newer concepts like recycling (I hope you all recycle!) and upcycling, which means finding a new purpose for old things, rather than throwing them out, as well as using modern technology to make our lives that much easier. I also think that I know a thing or two about modern family homes, thanks to my friend, Cathy. I often pop in to see her in Dublin and I see how she manages a busy home and family, working as a team with her husband and children and taking it all in her stride. In fact, I asked Cathy for some tips, which you’ll see sprinkled throughout the text.


Modern life isn’t easy, but with a little bit of help, you can get your own ‘hotel’ spick and span, with the minimum of fuss, so that you have more time for the nice things in life, like relaxation, friends and family.


Good luck and happy homemaking!
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CHAPTER ONE

















A Little Bit of Sparkle – Getting the Basics Right
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‘Housework won’t kill you, but then again, why take the chance?’


PHYLLIS DILLER




A 2017 Good Housekeeping article compiled a list of the kind of chores we ‘should’ all be doing to have nice, clean homes, and it caused a bit of a stir. As one commentator remarked, ‘Well. You know. It’s a nice idea. I really, really want to be this person. Unfortunately, this person and I have never met.’ I was tickled pink!


However, what I took from the article was not that housekeeping should be a stick to beat ourselves with – there are quite enough of those – but that it might be helpful to put some planning into the whole business, and to do some sharing-out of household tasks. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from watching Cathy, it’s that housekeeping nowadays isn’t, God help us, a woman’s work, as it would have been in my own mother’s day: it’s a team effort. And working with a team takes a bit of thought and cooperation.


To show you just how much things have changed, here’s a schedule from a ‘housewife’ in 1921, quoted in a magazine article of the time. This lady was the mother of five children:


6:00 am – Get up and heat the milk for the baby, at the same time taking cereal from fireless cooker and putting it on stove to heat for breakfast.


6:15 – Feed baby, dress myself and second child. Oversee older children as they dress.


7:15 – As table was set the night before, I have only to put on the cream, milk, butter, bread for the electric toaster, start coffee, and serve cereal.


7:30 – Breakfast. We always have eggs in some form, which are quick to prepare – shirred eggs or omelet can be left in a slow oven while the cereal is being eaten. The two older children always help put the dishes on the table and clear it off for me.


8:15 – I wash the dishes, scalding them in the drainer so that they dry quickly, the children helping me wipe them and put them away.


9:00 – With the children’s help I make the beds, wipe up the floors of the bedrooms with a dust mop, and also dust the furniture that needs it.


9:30 – Bathe the baby and set bathroom in order.


10:00 – Feed the baby and put her in her pen on the porch.


10:15 – Rinse out diapers for the day, and dust and put in order sitting-room and dining-room.


11:00 – Prepare dinner after putting baby in crib for long nap.


12:15 – Dinner


1:00 PM – Wash dishes with children’s help as before – the oldest puts the second child in bed for a short nap. When dishes are out of the way, I sweep the kitchen floor and back porch. As we live on our front porch in summer, I alternate the care of the porch with the living room, as there is not time to do both on the same day.


2:00 – Feed baby and put her back in the pen again.


2:15 – Take twenty minutes for nap and then dress for afternoon.


3:00 – Dress the second child for the afternoon. Take mending or sewing on the porch with the children.


5:00 – Start supper.


5:30 – Give the two babies their supper and put them to bed.


6:15–6:30 – Supper when their father comes home.


7:15 – Wash dishes and set table for breakfast with father’s and children’s help.


8:00 – Older children go to bed.


Can you believe it? I was very impressed by the big breakfast, which I think is a great idea. Nowadays, so many of us skip this vital meal. And, when I think of it, my own mother’s day wouldn’t have been very different. My father worked all God’s hours in his shop in Stepaside, so she had a strict routine to keep the house going and to keep us all in check. A lot of what Mum did at home came from her own upbringing on a farm in Sligo, which was kept beautifully, neatly whitewashed with a lovely garden.


The point is, I don’t think any of us today would recognise this woman; even mums or dads who don’t work outside the home spend their days in a dizzying whirl of homework, soccer practice and everything else that goes on in a busy family. Modern life has certainly changed, and the way we clean our homes has too.


What I’ve learned from my own experience is that ‘little and often’ is key. It might surprise some of you, but I do half an hour of cleaning every day. Really! The reason I do this is because I find that just doing a little bit regularly is much easier than being faced with a Herculean task once a month. Have you ever forgotten to put on a wash, or to empty the dishwasher? Before you know it, the laundry basket is overflowing and the sink full of plates and cups. I know that ‘little and often’ might seem obvious, but it really helps with a sense of feeling in control of things.


I do my clean in the mornings, and when I come home after a long day at the hotel I’m delighted to sit on the couch and relax, rather than look at the mess. My daily jobs include: emptying the dishwasher, making the bed, putting newspapers and recycling into the bin, giving the place a quick flick with a duster and a bit of general tidying. To this I add – every couple of days – a run-around with the vacuum cleaner. Weekly, I clean the bathroom and kitchen surfaces and file any post that I’ve received, so that I don’t end up with a big pile of it on the hall table. Hey presto, the basics are taken care of. The big stuff, like fridge and oven cleaning, which makes my heart sink, if I’m completely honest, I do once a month, and other tasks, like defrosting the freezer or tidying up my cluttered larder, are every-two-months jobs at best.


The point is, a little planning or scheduling really helps me to remember what I have to do and when – and saves on that awful panic when you know you have guests arriving and the place looks as if a bomb hit it! It’s enough to be preparing for your dinner party or lunch without adding having to spend three hours hoovering and dusting into the bargain. And, I don’t know about you, but I am terrible for putting things off, so, if I have something in my weekly schedule, I feel that I have to do it, whether I like it or not.


The daily tasks are easy enough to remember, but I found myself downloading a helpful housekeeping schedule from the internet – you can even get an app that will help you! Schedules are helpful if you share a house, or, as my friend Cathy has found, in divvying up the tasks among the children. It’s much easier to give children a clear list of daily chores and expect them to do them than it is to nag them every single day to do something that you’ve just decided needs doing. If Mary knows that she has to tidy her bedroom on a Wednesday, she’ll do that and know that it’s expected of her – but if you suddenly ask her when she’s in the middle of some game, there’ll be a row. With planning, everyone knows where he or she stands – remember, a planner is not an invitation to do everything yourself!


Planning also helps you to remember those essential jobs like checking your carbon monoxide or smoke alarm, that kind of thing. But be kind to yourself: say you are out all day on a Monday, then at an aerobics class, don’t schedule in a big bit of housework for when you come home exhausted! Make Monday the day for the bare minimum and do a little bit more on the days that you are freer.


And remember, whatever kind of planning you decide to do, I would try not to get bogged down in a hundred ‘to-do lists’, as they can be totally overwhelming. You look at the list and find that you haven’t ticked off one or two items and it’s a disaster! Give yourself a break – nobody died, as my mother used to say. Look on your schedule as a flexible thing that will adapt to surprises and upsets. For example, my friend Cathy is a busy working mum; she was planning to go away for a week and spent the previous week making freezer meals for her teenaged children, putting them into the freezer, neatly labelled, feeling that she was a great mum altogether. Of course, while she was away they completely ignored them – instead, they used the ‘emergency money’ she left out to order in pizza every night! The point I’m making is that life won’t always go according to plan, so, be flexible.
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YOUR HOUSEHOLD PLANNER


Here are a few examples of what could go into a planner.


DAILY


• Put dishes into dishwasher/wash up.


• Tidy away newspapers and magazines.


• Make the beds.


• Open the post and check what needs to be done that day and what can wait.


• Wipe the countertops and cooker – just a quick wipe with a damp cloth.


• Put dirty clothes in the laundry basket.


• Make lunches – get your children to do this as soon as they are able, and to put their lunchboxes in the dishwasher when they come home from school.


• Sweep the kitchen floor.


• Sit down for 20 minutes and have a cup of tea and a read of a magazine or book. This might seem a bit odd to add to a planner, but sometimes we need to remember to make time for ourselves. So, now you have it scheduled in and you are more likely to do it.


WEEKLY


My mother would have had a strict weekly routine. Monday was always wash day, just as it was for everyone else at the time. The only occasion I can ever remember my mother doing the washing on a Sunday was the time she had a row with Dad and refused to come into the living room and watch the Sunday movie with the rest of us. To this day, I have no idea what the row was about, but it shocked us all, because it was the one and only row they ever had!


So, if Monday was wash day, Tuesday was for the ironing (if she was lucky enough to have dry clothes), Wednesday was for the garden, Thursday for shopping, Friday was for tidying our school clothes and sorting out our weekend routine. On Saturday she’d take us swimming in Tara Street Baths, or she’d take the girls, Susan and Kate, to hockey matches. Dad was out of the picture, as were so many dads in those days: he left for the shop at 8.30, returned home at five to one, had lunch, slept for 10 minutes only, then he’d be off back to work until 9 o’clock at night, when supper would be kept for him. Of course, your weekly planner will look a bit different! Here are a few things you might include:


• Cook a home-cooked Sunday dinner and get all of the family around the table. Another surprise in a planner, but with family time at a premium, maybe it’s worth reminding yourself and everyone else to get together once a week. Even better, schedule in your teenager or your older child to cook a meal; it may not be ‘haute cuisine’, but it will broaden their repertoire – start them with simple things like chicken fajitas, which are easy-peasy, and then suggest that they try spaghetti bolognese, meatballs etc. A friend of mine left her 18-year-old home alone when she went away for a weekend, and he cooked himself a lamb stew following the instructions on the diced lamb packet – so they might surprise you!


• Select and allocate daily chores: making the beds, tidying bedrooms, putting yesterday’s newspaper into the recycling, filling and emptying the dishwasher, walking and feeding the dog.


• Hoover. How often you do this depends on a lot of things. If you’re out at work all day, you won’t need to hoover more than once or twice a week; if you’re at home, or if you have pets, you might well find that hoovering is a daily task – or certainly in busy areas, like the kitchen and living room.


• Clean the bathroom.


• Compile the weekly shopping list – checking cupboards, fridge and freezer to see what you have first.


• Do the weekly shop – I’ll talk more about how to streamline this later on in the book. It’s the one thing many of us find to be a chore – quite literally.


• Mop kitchen and bathroom floors.


• Do the recycling/put out the bin.


• File correspondence. I used to do this every few months and found that I had to spend a whole afternoon at a job I hated, so now I do it once a week.


• Call a friend/send a birthday card/buy a present. Again, it might seem like nonsense to schedule in a phone call, but we know how busy we all get nowadays. I certainly find a reminder to call someone helpful, and the same is true for reminders for birthdays, Mother’s Day and other occasions. I put everything in my smartphone calendar and it reminds me by buzzing all the time – annoying, but I don’t forget the important things!


• Water and feed plants, lift weeds and do a little tidy in the garden.


• Wash bedlinen and towels – weekly is a bit of a big ‘ask’ for this, so I always try to change the sheets and wash towels fortnightly.


MONTHLY


I don’t know about you, but these are the tasks that I find harder to achieve. I’m fine with my daily tidy, even my weekly cleaning of the bathroom, but the monthly tasks I’m inclined to put off. Who really wants to clean their oven every month?! However, I find that if I get even the fridge and cooker cleaned, and do a bit of dusting, I’m delighted with myself. And following my daily and weekly schedule pattern, I try to fit in something nice too, like a lunch with friends, to reward myself for all of that hard work. Monthly ‘to dos’ could include the following:


• Descale the coffee pot/kettle.


• Clean the fridge and remove any jars that are no longer used.


• Wipe grease off the cooker hood.


• Clean the oven and microwave.


• Run the washing machine/dishwasher on empty to clean them.


• Hoover under the sofa, along the skirting boards and in dusty corners.


• Tidy out your sock drawer – I have a lovely system for folding socks and other small items, but if I don’t stay on top of it, it all turns into a big mess!


• De-mould the bathroom ceiling/tiles; if you wipe your tiles down every day after you shower, this task will be much easier.


• Tidy rubbish out of the car and check the tyres to see that they are properly inflated.


EVERY THREE MONTHS


• Tidy your wardrobe. You don’t have to pull everything out, but if your clothes filing system has gone a bit awry, put everything back in place; put to one side things that you haven’t worn in the last three months (seasonal items notwithstanding).


• Defrost the freezer.


• Wash the windows – some people put this into the monthly list, which is fair enough, particularly if we’ve had a lot of rain, but I believe in aiming for reality, not fantasy!


• Airing is a job that should be done regularly, but every three months, throw open the windows and doors and let the air circulate. Obviously, pick a nice day to do this!


• If you have ‘nice things’, now is the time to give them a good clean or polish: my mother used to set us to polishing the silver every three months – it was a task I didn’t relish, but I loved the shining silver afterwards.


• Air duvets and pillows – I wash pillows every three months or so, but in rotation, so I don’t have every pillow in the house wet at the same time.


• Check the oil in your car.


ANNUAL AND BI-ANNUAL JOBS


• Service your boiler and car – anything that has a motor needs at least an annual check.


• Wash paintwork and skirting boards.


• Swap lightweight clothes for winter ones and vice versa. Store clothes away.


• Get your winter or summer duvet laundered, depending on the season.


• Reorganise your linen cupboard and larder.


• Steam clean carpets and upholstery.


• Check gutters for any blocks, such as leaves/moss.


This schedule is just an outline of things you might like to remember. That doesn’t mean that you’re a failure if you don’t. We are all so busy nowadays that perfection on the household front is not always attainable. Also, cleaning ladies are only for those who can afford them, but you could ask people to give you a voucher for a cleaning service as a present – and use it to hire someone to give the house a really deep clean. Maybe your mother-in-law might give you one!


Don’t forget, while most of us can stay on top of the daily chores, it’s the bigger jobs that are more difficult nowadays, so …


• Share the jobs out.


• Get some help – you might be surprised to find that friends and family will help you with tasks that are getting you down, like decluttering or spring cleaning – they often prefer this to doing their own jobs at home!


• Save for a once-off clean to get things under control or ask for a voucher for a cleaner as a present.


• Schedule in the things you like to do as well as the things you have to do.


• Reward yourself for jobs well done!


CATHY’S TIP:
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Unpopular jobs cause rows between the children, so make sure to share them out and follow a strict rota, so there’ll be no fighting.
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LOW-IMPACT CLEANING


Once you’ve decided on your schedule, you’ll be feeling very pleased with yourself, I’m sure, but have you given any thought to what you’re going to use to clean your home? I used to be a great man for whatever was easy and quick – wipes and sprays, mould removers, special dusting cloths – all that kind of thing. Now, though, I’ve come to understand that things like lemon juice and vinegar and that old favourite, bread soda, will do just as good a job; and they won’t fill your home with noxious fumes – at least, if you are careful. I’ll be going into detail about all of these as we go along in the book, but to start, here are a few of my favourite cleaning products and where you can use them. Just a note, though – don’t be tempted to take shortcuts with food preparation surfaces – clean them with a suitable cleaner, and do so often, to avoid any chance of germs. Also, if you live with youngsters, old people or anyone who is ill, you may need to take extra care with cleaning.


Lemon juice – is one of those wonder things, with so many uses, from making a soothing drink with honey for sore throats, or a pick-me-up breakfast drink with hot water, but it’s also brilliant around the house. You can use lemons to clean ovens and microwaves, to remove limescale and (mixed with salt) to clean old pots and remove rust stains. Some recipes even use one part lemon juice to two parts olive oil as a home-made furniture polish! It’s also a brilliant odour remover. See my Almanac, in Chapter 7, for more lemon recipes. You need to avoid using lemons on porous surfaces, though, and on surfaces that don’t like acid.


Bicarbonate of soda – mixed with bleach, it is brilliant at cleaning grubby tile grout, as well as by itself for cleaning bathroom surfaces, fridges, ovens and stainless steel. It can also absorb nasty smells if you leave a cupful in a bowl in the fridge – it’s fantastic! It’s also called baking soda, of course, and



when I was looking things up about this wonder substance, I was reminded of something funny that happened in the hotel. We always have lovely Christmas services in Kenmare – in both the Catholic and the Protestant churches, with carols and candlelight and that sort of thing – it really is magical. After the services, we have people back for hot drinks and mince pies. The chefs always make them first and leave them out before they go home, ready to be served, with lots of whipped cream and icing sugar. Delicious, I’m sure you’ll agree. On this particular Christmas Eve, the chef left out a bowl of ‘icing sugar’ which we all liberally sprinkled on our mince pies. I bit into mine and had the funniest burning sensation on my lips. I looked around the room and there were puckered lips everywhere! Only later did I realise that the icing sugar was baking soda!


Vinegar – no, not your best aged balsamic, but plain old spirit vinegar – excellent for cleaning mirrors and windows and shining taps, as well as cleaning the loo, even removing stains. Another wonder cleaner which I’ll talk about later. And see my Almanac for some sweet-smelling vinegar cleaners! Both bicarb and vinegar can be bought in large quanitites for home use in DIY stores, as can liquid bicarb – to save you the bother of mixing.


Citric acid – can be bought in packs at the hardware store and will remove limescale from appliances like dishwashers, washing machines and kettles. Check to ensure that your item is made from stainless steel.


Toothpaste – I know, toothpaste might seem a little ‘out there’ but it can be just the ticket for removing certain stains. Reader’s Digest has found no fewer than 16 ways of using good old toothpaste for everything from buffing up grubby shoes and trainers to removing stains from your iron, getting rid of ink stains on clothes, cleaning babies’ bottles (add a little dab to your scrubbing brush to get rid of that sour milk smell), defogging glass and swimming goggles (you apply a thin layer and then wipe off) – even cleaning piano keys! Make sure you use the old-fashioned white toothpaste, though – no blue gels or whitening toothpastes.


Borax – an old-fashioned sink and drain unblocker and also a good stain remover in the washing machine. Borax itself is no longer available as a cleaning product, but look out for ‘borax substitute’ in your hardware store, which gives the same cleaning results.


Methylated spirits – my granny used to use methylated spirits on bee and wasp stings, believe it or not, but I wouldn’t recommend it. This purple spirit is good for removing things like candle-wax stains from your favourite coffee table, as a paint thinner and for cleaning metal.


Washing-up liquid – this might not seem to fit into the category of ‘low-impact’, but washing-up liquid isn’t nearly as harsh as other modern cleaners, and you can use it everywhere. A tiny drop added to a spray bottle with vinegar provides you with an instant bathroom cleaner, for example. I’ve devoted a whole space to the wonders of washing-up liquid below. I was amused to read that one lady used it to clean her horse’s tail – it’s cheaper than horse shampoo and just as good, she says! Horse lovers among you can let me know if this is true.


Salt – such a simple thing with so many uses. Salt can be used to remove red wine stains from carpets and upholstery, as well as things that might leak in your oven or onto your lovely hob. Soak the spillage in salt and then wipe it away. Salt is also a brilliant cleaner of metals like copper. If you have copper pots and pans, you can make a paste with salt, lemon juice and a dash of vinegar. Rub it on and your copper will shine once more. Salt is also a brilliant de-stinker of smelly shoes! Sprinkle some into your pongy trainers, leave and then hoover up.


Be careful not to mix some of these things together: it’s no accident that children use vinegar and bread soda in those home-made ‘volcano’ kits – the results of mixing the two are spectacular. You have been warned! Other things not to mix together are:


• Hydrogen peroxide and vinegar.


• Bleach and vinegar.


• Bleach and ammonia.


Bleach can be mixed with bread soda, but nothing else.


Speaking of ammonia, I remember that you used to be able to get it in a ceramic bottle with a ridged surface to it, presumably to help with grip, but it has a truly awful smell. The mention of ammonia reminded me of this young fellow who worked at the hotel long ago. His dad asked him to clean the car. ‘Use vinegar!’ he roared at him, because in those days the seats weren’t fabric, of course. So, the young fellow set to, wiping every single surface in the car with the contents of the vinegar bottle he’d brought out with him. He was only delighted with his work. The next day, the family were about to set off in the car to Mass and the young fellow’s father opened the car door – to be met with the overwhelming smell of ammonia! He nearly killed his son!








HOW TO … USE WASHING-UP LIQUID








As a stain remover. It’s gentler than washing powder, and a little squirt – neat – onto stains, particularly grease stains, will work wonders.


For patio furniture. A squirt of washing-up liquid into a bucket of warm water and you have a mild cleaner for your patio table and chairs. You can also attack the grill part of your barbie with diluted washing-up liquid. Spray on, allow to soak in, then scrub away the grime!


As an all-purpose cleaner, diluted in a little warm water. You can use it on practically every surface, so it’s great if you’ve run out of your favourite spray.


As a general degreaser on your cooker hood, kitchen cabinets and splashback. Just a little squirt into warm water and you have an instant cleaning solution.


As an inexpensive cleaner for porous surfaces like marble.


As a carpet stain remover. Washing-up liquid can be as effective as specialist cleaners on a number of stains.


To wash delicates. In a pinch – a dessert spoon into a basin of water will do the job if you’ve run out of mild clothes cleaner. Don’t try this on fabrics that say ‘dry clean only’ though.


As a hairbrush cleaner. A squirt in a bowl of hot water, pop the hairbrushes in and leave to soak. Rinse and leave to dry – hey presto: clean hairbrushes!


As a home-made ant and flea killer. You mix one teaspoon of washing-up liquid with warm water in a spray bottle and spray the critters. I think that ant powder is easier, as you can simply vacuum it up, but washing-up liquid will do in an ant crisis!


To remove pests from plants. Spray a diluted solution of washing-up liquid onto your plant’s leaves and wipe pests away.


Don’t use washing-up liquid in your washing machine or dishwasher if you have run out of tablets or powder – it will make far too many big soapy bubbles.


Of course, with all the chat about home-made volcanoes, I’ve probably given you the fright of your life about using home-made products. What can you use safely and where?


Stainless steel – a little diluted washing-up liquid is just the thing for daily cleaning; for tougher stains on stainless steel, it’s time to get out the bread soda: a tablespoon mixed with a little water, spread liberally over the stain and then wiped away after 20 minutes will do the job.


A mix of vinegar and lemon juice in your spray bottle, wiped clean with a dry cloth, will keep your stainless steel shiny. A mixture of lemon juice and salt is abrasive enough to remove pesky rust stains, but be careful when you scrub not to damage the stainless steel – a nice circular motion should be just the ticket.


Marble – not many of us have marble tabletops, kitchen surfaces or bathrooms any more, because newer surfaces are that much easier to look after, particularly if you have children, but if you do have marble, be gentle with it and use a mild cleaner with no bleach in it. Acid is the enemy of marble, so avoid it. That means no to lemon juice or vinegar. Use a specialist cleaning product. If you are stuck, diluted washing-up liquid won’t do your marble any harm, and may well remove the stain.


Wood – you’ll need to start by dusting, but did you know that a slightly damp cloth is best? It picks up the dust, rather than moving it elsewhere. I also like using the dust-removing attachment on my vacuum cleaner for general dusting. Your mild washing-up liquid formula will work beautifully to treat any general stains on woodwork – just a touch on the stain, wiped away with a damp cloth, will do the trick.


Of course, wood is the very worst for water stains. Try a little bit of olive oil rubbed gently into the wood and left for a good while, or toothpaste, believe it or not! You can rub some white toothpaste into the stain, then wipe it away, before using your normal furniture polish. If the stain is stubborn, try mixing your toothpaste with some baking soda.


If you have lots of rings on your table after a dinner party, try rubbing some Vaseline into them, leave for a good while, then buff gently. The only water-stain treatment that I have yet to try is mayonnaise. I can see why it might work on water stains, because of the oil in it, and it won’t do your wood furniture any harm. Apply a liberal coating, leave to soak in, then wipe away.


At the Park Hotel Kenmare, we have a lot of antique furniture that requires special care, and I find that beeswax polish applied and buffed gently is perfect. Every time I use it, I’m reminded of the lavender-scented polish that Mum used to use – I think it was made by Reckitt’s. There truly is nothing nicer than the smell of fresh polish!


Most modern furniture nowadays isn’t made of solid wood; it tends to be a veneer on a non-solid base, so it’s easier to clean and maintain. But, for those of you who have invested in solid-wood kitchen countertops, please don’t forget that they need to be oiled. Your kitchen supplier will – hopefully! – have told you this. Mineral oil is what you require and you’ll need to oil your countertop about once a month. You’ll find it in hardware stores and also in art supply shops.


If you’d like to make your own beeswax furniture polish, try this recipe. You can buy beeswax in blocks or pellets from candle-making suppliers, online or via mail order. All you need is one part beeswax to one part white spirits. You dissolve the beeswax in a bowl over a pot of boiling water – rather like you do when you melt chocolate – then slowly add your spirits until you have a runny solution. When it’s cooled, pour it into a jar, and you have beeswax polish!


CATHY’S TIP:


[image: Images]


You can make scratches on wooden furniture disappear by applying some shoe polish in the same shade. Rub gently into the scratch and buff to a shine.


Plastic – be careful not to use cream cleansers on plastic surfaces, as they are abrasive and could leave scratches. The best solution here for stain



removal is diluted washing-up liquid. If the stain is a bit stubborn, try a paste of baking soda and water. Don’t rub it in, just leave it to soak into the stain for a while before wiping away. If this doesn’t work, you might need to try a solvent, like nail polish remover or white spirits. Just dab a little on some cotton wool or a paper towel and rub into the stain. Don’t spread a lot onto the stain, unless you want to be knocked out by fumes!


Ceramic and other ‘new’ surfaces, like Corian, slate, granite etc. – the message here is to avoid abrasive, acidic cleaners. Did you know that these surfaces are actually porous, so you could damage them if you go mad with the lemon juice or cream cleanser? Best to use just warm water for daily stains, then a tiny dab of washing-up liquid for tougher stains. If you have a natural stone or granite worktop, or a slate floor, you’ll know all about how tricky these surfaces can be – but, on the plus side, all you need is a mop or a sponge and some warm water!


Soapstone – is another work surface that looks lovely, but is actually easier than other ‘natural’ surfaces to maintain, because it’s a bit more durable. Your diluted washing-up liquid is what you need here. Be aware that you’ll need to oil soapstone every month or two with mineral oil. Whatever surface you choose, don’t let your kids near it, as my sister Kate learned. She’d just had a brand new kitchen installed and she was only delighted with it, until one of her sons took a big chunk out of a worktop while practising his golf swing! The worktop was all of one week old. Her husband Peter, who’s very handy, managed to do a repair, but honestly … why do youngsters always try these things indoors!?


Enamel – all bathtubs used to be enamel, but nowadays, baths can be made out of anything from plastic to stone. As a general rule of thumb, baking soda mixed with water is perfect for getting rid of soap scum on your bathtub. If you have an acrylic finish on your bathtub, washing-up liquid is just the job: one part liquid to four parts water. One trick I learned from



my research was that when you apply your cleanser to the tub, leave it for a while. Don’t rinse it off immediately, but let it rest while you clean the rest of the bathroom – then rinse and dry with a cloth that won’t scratch. You can even fill the bath with water, squirt some washing-up liquid in and leave for the afternoon if your bath is particularly yucky. This solution will also work for enamel bathtubs, but the trick here is not to use bleach, which will stain your lovely enamel. If in doubt, dab a bit of whatever you’re using in a hidden place and check to see if it leaves a stain. If not, work away!
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WINDOWS AND MIRRORS


I came across this lovely phrase from an old book of household management, Enquire Within: ‘Dirty windows speak to the passer-by of the negligence of the inmates.’ It amused me no end! And the subject of windows reminds me of a gadget I once bought for that purpose. It was the early 1980s and I was staying in London at the Tara Hotel, ably managed by Eoin Dillon. I was in Covent Garden when I heard a lot of roaring and shouting from a man selling this most marvellous window cleaner – magnetic, if you can imagine that, with two bits to it. One for one side of the window with a sponge on it, the other, a magnet. The idea was that you clamped the cleaner on either side of the window – God knows why! It was all the rage at the time and I had to have one. I took it home to my hotel, where I was on the fifth or sixth floor and it stuck together beautifully. I don’t know what happened but I must have gone in reverse or something, because the next thing I knew, the outside half of the gadget came clean away and fell five storeys. I hardly dared look! I scanned the papers the next day for news stories about flying window cleaners hitting a baby in its pram or knocking someone off their bicycle. They wouldn’t know the half of it, I



thought ruefully, putting the remaining half of the gadget into my suitcase and taking it home – I think it’s somewhere in the house to this day!


Anyway, for the outside of your windows, a simple mix of washing-up liquid and warm water, applied with a squeegee or sponge will be perfect – take care when washing on heights or glass roofs! For the inside of your windows, there’s no need to buy Windolene when vinegar will do the same trick, wiped on the inside of windows and rubbed off with newspaper.
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KITCHEN CLEANLINESS


‘Best way to get rid of kitchen odours: Eat out’, said Phyllis Diller. It’s obvious to me that Phyllis wasn’t a big fan of domestic life! Many of us live domestic lives, either by choice or out of necessity, so when it comes to cleanliness, the kitchen is most important. It’s where we spend so much of our time and where we do some of our most important activities, like cooking and eating (and talking, of course, but thankfully that doesn’t come with a hygiene warning).


I spend a lot of my time in the big industrial kitchen at the hotel, so I can fully understand the importance of cleanliness and hygiene, but it’s also important on the home front, too. You don’t need to be able to eat your dinner off the floor, but a reasonable balance between living and cleanliness is a must. Here are some of my top tips for a clean kitchen:


• Use a different chopping board for vegetables and meat, to avoid cross-contamination, and wash each board with hot soapy water after using it, giving it a really good scrub, before drying thoroughly. I use heavy plastic chopping boards that are dishwasher safe, so even after scrubbing, I can pop them into the dishwasher to disinfect them.


• Use your sink to wash lettuce and veg – not to scrub your muddy trainers, or clean the dog! If you want to do anything other than rinse food – use a mop bucket or plastic basin that you keep handy.


• Empty your kitchen bin as regularly as you can – not only does this cut down on nasty smells, but keeping mouldy chicken in it is not a good idea, so out to the main bin it goes. Maybe, like me, you’ll have one of those handy bins that has different compartments in it for recycling, composting and rubbish. Either way, keep your rubbish bin under control and wipe around it regularly.


• Have you ever had that awful suction as you pull your bin bag out of the bin? Simply drill a couple of holes in the side of the bin – no more vacuum. If you have a stainless steel bin, you can drill a hole in the plastic liner. You can also drill a hole in the bottom, but look out for leaky rubbish bags!


• Sweep the floor after every meal and mop the floor regularly.


• Be careful about tea towels. I can still remember Mum boiling them on the stove – the smell! – nowadays, a very hot wash will take care of those germs, but make sure that you change your tea towels often. I don’t wipe my hands in a tea towel after handling chicken or meat though – I use a paper towel and throw it away afterwards, just to be sure. And don’t use a tea towel to dry your hands after washing – keep a nice clean hand towel for that purpose.


• Make sure that you wash your hands after you prepare any kind of meat or fish: I often perform this little dance as I try to turn the taps on to wash my hands with my elbow! Better that, though, than to get nasty germs on the taps.


• Of course, you’ll all know about cleaning counters from my tips above, but what about kitchen appliances, like the cooker and the fridge? Hands up who has a cooker that has a lovely layer of grease and grime on it? I know, cleaning the cooker can seem like the most unpleasant of jobs, but like so many others, it can be made a bit easier if you do it fairly regularly, rather than a once-a-year, hold-your-nose job! And you don’t even have to use foul-smelling oven cleaners: try wiping down your oven with a sponge soaked in vinegar to keep things under control. If your oven requires a bit more of a clean, a good handful of sugar mashed into the top of half a lemon and used as a scourer is just the job – and it smells good!


• The floor should be mopped regularly, of course, which reminds me of Mum again, because it was the last job she did every night, shooing us out of the kitchen and laying pages of newspapers down on the floor.








HOW TO ... WASH YOUR HANDS








Need I say ‘wash your hands’? I know that this might seem obvious, but many of us don’t actually know how to wash our hands properly. All you need is soap and hot water – no antibacterial wipes, lotions or cleansers. That’s it! In fact, I recently came across one of those fascinating ‘Ted Talks’ on the subject of handwashing, which was a real eye-opener. A public health lady, called Myriam Sidibe made the very good point that so many diseases can be prevented by simple handwashing, and she has been making it her mission to get children to wash their hands before eating and after the bathroom, to reduce child mortality. It’s so simple when we think about it, but so necessary.


Wash hands and apply soap.


Rub your hands together.


Interlace your fingers, then wiggle your hands so that in between your fingers is well coated with soap – do this a few times to clean your fingers.


Make sure that the tops of your fingers and under your nails get a good rub.


Twist your hands together again and keep rubbing – Steps 2–5 should take 20 seconds.


Give hands a good rinse.


Dry thoroughly.


Turn off tap using your tissue/towel.


Speaking of smelling, the fridge is a classic, and even the most innocuous of items can create a nasty stink. So how do you keep your fridge clean and, most importantly, smell-free? Of course, regular cleaning will work, but, more importantly, clear out your fridge. Whenever I do a shop and go to stock the fridge, I do a quick whizz around to see what’s in it: that old chutney I bought at the farmers’ market, a half jar of olives and the pesto with the lovely furry top! I dispose of all items I simply can’t use, and try to get creative with things that I can – the jar of olives can go into pasta, the chutney can adorn my ploughman’s lunch or, by the miracle of the internet, can be used in various recipes. But the key is to know when to throw! Many of us, me included, get a bit confused about best-before and use-by dates – we’re not sure what they mean. I consulted the Food Safety Authority of Ireland for pointers. According to them, ‘best before’ means a ‘date of minimum durability’. Well, that cleared that up then! What this means is the date at which a food might not taste, smell or look as good – but might well still be safe to eat. If the item is to be stored at room temperature, like a can or jar, or frozen, you’ll see a ‘best before’ date – some people are happy to eat something that is past this date. If, on the other hand, the item is perishable, chilled or could cause something nasty if not eaten fresh, then ‘use by’ is the correct term. This means, generally, that the item is considered safe to use until that date and not after. I know this because, running a hotel, we have to be very strict about the correct procedure. Eggs are the only exception, having a ‘best before’ date stamped onto them.


Storing food in your fridge for maximum hygiene is also very important. At the hotel, we have a rigorous system of storage, for obvious reasons, but it’s also important at home, not just to prevent smells, but also to prevent nasty bugs. Things like E. coli, campylobacter, staphylococcus … I know, they sound terrifying! Basically, these are bugs that can pass to humans from food and cause nasty bugs. Did you know that Ireland has one of the highest rates of E. coli in Europe? That should give us an extra incentive to be clean and to store things properly in the fridge. If you buy a lovely bit of beef and store it on top of some cured ham, it’s possible that cross-contamination will occur, so store your beef well away from other foods.



Store it on a plate to catch any leakages, or even better, in a container, and don’t place the plate over your vegetable crisper drawer either.


When I was a child, all meat was cooked to within an inch of its life, probably because safe storage was an issue. Many people didn’t have refrigerators, so it was important to cook thoroughly. But nowadays we can have a lovely juicy steak or joint of beef that’s still pink in the middle, as long as we sear the outside. According to www.safefood.eu, ‘Poultry, pork, rolled joints, burgers, sausages, chicken nuggets, kebabs, kidneys, liver and other types of offal, and any meat or fish that has been minced or skewered’ needs to be cooked through. ‘The reason is that with whole cuts of meat, any harmful bacteria will live on the outside only. But if meat has been minced or chopped up, the bacteria get moved around.’ So when you are cooking your chicken stir-fry, you’ll need to make sure that you cook the chicken until the juices run clear. And the same goes for a pan full of lovely sausages and, very importantly, for that chilled lasagne that you’re reheating. Anything chilled needs to be cooked until it’s piping hot all the way through. If you reheat in the microwave, be particularly careful, as you can have some bits that are cooked and others that are still cold. Check your food in a number of spots to make sure that it’s hot. Now that I’ve frightened the life out of you all, here are a few tips for food storage, some of which might surprise you.


• How many of us store our potatoes and onions together? Well, if you do, they’ll go off much quicker, because the onions release gases which will make your potatoes sprout.


• And then there’s the egg-in-the-fridge, egg-in-the-cupboard debate. Some people swear that eggs taste better if kept in the cupboard, particularly for baking; others feel that this is a shortcut to salmonella! I’m a fridge man myself, but either way, the key is not to keep them in the door, as the changes in temperature when you open and close the door are bad for them. Mind you, I was amused to read a story about a British man who served on nuclear submarines, where the eggs were



stored next to the sonar equipment on their exercises in the Atlantic: ‘and would remain perfectly edible throughout the long voyage’. I’m glad I wasn’t on that submarine.
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