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    With thanks to my husband, for giving me the idea for this book, and generally tolerating my lackadaisical housekeeping when I'm writing.


•••


One's philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is expressed in the choices one makes... and the choices we make are ultimately our responsibility.


ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
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Introduction
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If you could see my face, it would probably have the perpetual scowl of someone who is a full-time creative, full-time business operator, and full-time home manager. And I’m lucky - some have a fourth full-time job caring for their children or parents and some are full-time educators of their children too.

And somewhere in there we have to care for ourselves as well, or we’ll go nuts, and there may be carnage. Or worse.

Perhaps you're one of the lucky ones, and your partner recognises the value of your non-home related jobs and puts their dirty underpants in the laundry hamper and their dishes in the dishwasher. But more likely, you’re trying to juggle one or more paid jobs with a side gig/income producing hobby and still maintain some sort of order in your home.

It’s bloody hard work.

You are a unique and special individual. I believe you were put on this Earth to do something magnificent. You might disagree, but whether you believe in a Deity’s plan, or the randomness of evolution doesn’t matter. There is only one of you, with your unique gifts and talents, and the opportunity to make this planet better than it is.

Having said that, maybe your magnificence is a well run and comfortable home. If so, this book is probably not for you. You should move onto advanced home management techniques like the psychology of comfort, interior design to nurture young brains or home care of the terminally ill. 

Similarly, if you've a full-time housekeeping career running a hotel or some other kind of residential facility, you can move on too. Find a different type of continuous professional development program.

If, however, you're neck deep in activities related to one or more jobs and finding housework a time-sucking imposition you could do without, then you're in the right place.

Despite what most people think, historically speaking, it’s only relatively recently that women's choices were reduced to marriage and staying home to care for their house and family. Yet even in today's “liberated” world, the background belief that a woman's place is in the home survives.

In some cases, the cost of replacing a housewife is so high many families have no option but for someone to stay at home. And with the gender pay disparity, that’s usually the wife.

Even though some high-powered female executives would like a wife to take care of the housekeeping, it’s more likely her partner feels it's best done by her. Regardless of the work she does, her hours or her income. Or how many breakfast meetings, networking events and late-night business deals she's responsible for. 

And regardless of her income, she (and you) are guilt-ridden for not doing what you think is required of a “good” wife. And good, in this case, is both a general moral expectation and an indication of satisfactory performance.

So, how much does a good wife cost? Well, it depends on whether you’re talking about her replacement cost (to buy all the services she undertakes), her opportunity cost (the loss you face without her), or compensation cost (for her death or disablement). And whether you're talking about the quantity or quality of her work.

It doesn’t help that many people believe it’s a woman’s nature to care and nurture (as opposed to her circumstances making it necessary).

And following this, that women don’t need formal education for it because they instinctively know how to care for their homes and families.

It took women like Catherine Beecher (1800 - 1878) and Ellen Richards (1842 - 1911) to push for formal domestic science education covering the basics of food and nutrition, budgeting, resource management and sewing. Not just at school, but university level too.

More recently, domestic science seems irrelevant in the face of technological changes including chemical cleaning products, ready-made meals, refrigerators, and dishwashers. We are once more thrown back to instinct and the assumption “mother knows best”. Along with “cleanliness is next to godliness” and “women’s work is never done”.

I learnt about being a housewife during the 1970s and 80s. I learnt from my mother, who learnt from her mother during the 1930s and 40s. And my grandmother learned about housekeeping from her mother in the 1910s.

There’s quite a lot of difference between Grannie’s childhood home and mine - my great Grandpa worked in a coal mine, and they rented a cottage owned by the business nearby. Great Grannie cooked over an open fire and didn’t have running water or electricity. She didn’t go to school, couldn’t read, didn’t know anything about germs, only that hard work was her lot in life.

And to make matters worse, my parents thought a good education was critical for a better life, (I was the first to get a University qualification). They believed it was more important I spend time studying and preparing for University entrance exams than doing chores, so when I left home to live in student digs, I had no idea how to cook or clean. I more or less made it up as I went along. So much for instinct.

But like you, I’m sick of having that argument about who is and isn’t pulling their weight in the housework department. It’s time to cut the crap and figure out what is and isn’t necessary, and how to get it over in the shortest possible time so I can get on with the activities I think make life worth living.

So, from here on, I’ll be referring to housework as housekeeping because my work is writing and editing. 

I ensure the tasks required to keep the house in a reasonable state get done - I manage the housekeeping, but I don’t necessarily do it myself.

As a youngster in primary school, I learnt the basic 5W1H research/problem-solving technique, and this book applies that technique to housekeeping: 


• WHAT exactly is this housekeeping of which you speak?

• That sounds boring, WHY do it?

• Okay maybe, but WHO does it?

• And WHEN does it get done?

• And WHERE does it all happen? 

• But HOW does it all get done?



We’ll look at each of these questions, figure out how they apply to you, and what your version of minimally viable housekeeping looks like. Which will be different to mine because we’re not living the same life.

To help with this, I’m going to use the Julian Fellowes’ TV series Downton Abbey to illustrate how the housekeeping got done in a late Victorian era country house.

You don’t need to have seen the show because I’ll explain the concepts, but if I mention Mrs Hughes or Mrs Patmore, it may be easier for you to understand what I am trying to say.

Downton Abbey is, of course, fiction and doesn’t include a lot of everyday household activity, but it’s a good representation nonetheless.

And for a little modern-day action, I’ll compare this with hotel operations.

But before we get into the nitty-gritty, I’d like to warn you about what Christine Frederick (1883 - 1970) called “Competent Counsel”.

She was a domestic scientist and advocate of scientific home management in the days when running water and electricity were only just becoming household realities.

She wrote books applying efficiency and productivity principles in the home but is mostly forgotten aside from academics (and me).

One of her tips I'm fond of is to make a comfortable place where you can rest (nap even) between heavy chores. A nest if you like - pets optional. 

Anyway, Mrs Frederick argued there's no place for common sense in housekeeping, and housekeepers should stay up to date with the latest changes in technology and practices that could increase the comfort and ease of housekeeping.

For which, you take “competent counsel” (expert advice) from books, magazines, appliance manufacturers and government departments.

And while I agree you should stay up to date, and upgrade as appropriate, I also think you need to be a little critical (in the academic sense) of the advice given and question the source’s credentials and motive:


• Is the magazine advising you on achieving a bum of Kardashian proportions, how to apply the latest smokey eye makeup, and please your partner in bed a credible source of housekeeping advice?

• What sort of commission arrangement does the vacuum cleaner salesperson work on, and does this affect the reliability of their advice?

• Is the scientist telling you to wash your towels every other day with antibacterial detergent, paid by the manufacturers of the laundry detergent? What kind of towels were they researching? What were the experiment parameters? Did the research relate to disease transfer in bathrooms or bacterial contamination of food or kitchen surfaces? Has the media misrepresented the outcome?

• Is the government department looking after consumer or other interests?



And for that matter, even me - while I want you to feel comfortable and in control of the housekeeping you do (and not feel guilty about what you don’t), I also want you to buy my books, so I get a couple of bucks after I’ve had them made.
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What is Housekeeping?
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When I was thinking about writing this book, I started asking people what they thought about housework and housekeeping. Not really surprisingly, no one knew what it is; most thought it was “just” cleaning. So, I asked a dictionary.

Definitions 

Housekeeping

The Oxford English Dictionary defines housekeeping as managing household affairs. Housekeeping is also used to describe business operations that support productive work, and some biological processes; presumably the ones keeping us alive.

This notion of managing is important because managing is not the same thing as doing.

Minimally Viable

Now we know what housekeeping is, what’s minimally viable?

It’s the smallest possible thing that will satisfy demand.


• A Minimal Viable Product consists of just enough practicality to satisfy purchasers. It might be a crappy secondrate product that’s not worth developing further for a higher paying audience, but that doesn’t matter. It is what it is, and that’s just enough.

• Your Minimal Viable Income covers your basic living costs. Of course, you want more, but it meets your needs. It’s just enough.

• The Minimum Viable Effort is the least possible amount of work an employee has to do to not get fired. It might be enough today, but if you don’t keep developing your skills, it might not be enough tomorrow.



Minimally Viable Housekeeping

Minimally viable housekeeping is the least possible necessary housework. It’s the essential stuff that must be done, even on the messiest kind of day which disappears, leaving your breakfast dishes on the kitchen counter, your clean clothes stagnating in the washing machine, and even worse, your dinner still in the freezer. (Ooh - let me just get something out for tea).

The minimum varies from person to person; you and your live-in partner (if you have one) need to decide what it is for your home. Particularly where your partner is the one who leaves the house to earn the money that puts the food in the freezer in the first place.

They might think it’s a reasonable expectation that your part of the bargain involves clean toilets, ironed shirts in the wardrobe, and hot dinners on the table.

But the fact they're the breadwinner doesn't relieve them of all household responsibility, so it’s good to synchronise expectations, regardless of the difficulty of the conversation.

Housekeeping Duties

Now, as you know, I’m a writer, so, I know words have power. So, before we move on, let’s take a look at the difference between professional and amateur housekeepers.

Professional Housekeepers

For a start, professional housekeepers get paid!

When you take a job housekeeping for someone else, you get a job description that describes what to do, and how you'll do it. Let’s use a hotel maid as an example.


Purpose: to maintain a clean, sanitary, comfortable and tidy environment.

Responsibilities/Duties: (what hotel owners expect) protect hotel property, keep guests happy, and comply with policies and procedures.

Knowledge/Experience/Capability: (what you need to meet your employer’s expectations) understands cleaning products, techniques and methods. The physical stamina and mobility to bend, reach, kneel, and push/pull 15 kg (33 lbs) through the day.

Competencies: (generic abilities you need to meet your employer’s expectations) customer focus, attention to detail, and honesty.

Tasks: (defined pieces of work) distribute linen, towels and room supplies using wheeled carts, restock room supplies (drinking glasses, soaps, shampoos, writing supplies, mini bar), and check all room appliances are in working order. 

Hours of Work: (expected time commitment) for example, full or part-time, nights, weekends, on call. 



Amateur Housekeepers

Whether they are enthusiastic or not, amateur housekeepers are unpaid and untrained.

They don’t have information to help them get the job done. Nor do they have a purpose, tasks, or responsibilities. They don’t think about the policies, procedures, knowledge or competencies they need, and for the most part, they don’t think about restricting the amount of time they spend on the job.

Instead, they do chores.

Chores are torturous things your parents made you do; you might make yours do some too. Some kids get pocket money, and spend it on lollies. (Mmmmm - chocolate mint balls).

You were never entirely sure what “tidy your room” meant, all you knew was you were confined to it until your Mum was satisfied with the results which generally meant you were stuck in there for hours and hours and hours (if not days)! And she still wasn’t happy.

Keeping House in the Big House

Managing household affairs may not make much sense to you in your modern life, so let’s do a bit of history and look at an early twentieth century household through the historical drama Downton Abbey.

These are the roles you undertake in your somewhat smaller home, and need to consider when you’re thinking in terms of minimally viable.

Lady Cora (Wife and Mother, has an interest in smooth home operations) 

Cora Levinson was an American dry goods heiress. Her social climbing mother took her to London with the specific goal of marrying her off to an impoverished British nobleman (in the end Robert Crawley, Earl of Grantham) in exchange for an estate saving fortune.

As Countess, her primary function is to produce legitimate heirs (sons), and while she gave birth to three daughters, she failed to provide a son.

However, she was a loving wife and mother, and openly cared very deeply for her family, perhaps more than was socially acceptable at the time. 

In the event of her death, it’s possible Robert would marry again, there would be a second Lady Grantham who could potentially produce an heir. But there would never be another Cora - she is irreplaceable.

Lady Cora employs Mrs Hughes to manage the household operations on her behalf.

Mrs Hughes (Housekeeper) 

Mrs Hughes represents Lady Cora outside the confines of the family, including to the servants.

She takes care of the relevant family business during the day but retires to her private rooms in the evening. Her hours are not explicit in the show, but she’d have time off, perhaps a half day each week and a whole day each month. 

As an unmarried woman, she’s called Mrs in deference to her position as the most senior female servant, in charge of household operations:


• Scheduling the daily and seasonal work of the staff.

• Household cleaning, plus maintaining fixtures and appliances. 

• Dressmaking and laundry.

• Reviewing and ordering supplies.

• Paying bills, reconciling the household accounts, and managing the records.

• Supervising female staff.



If you’ve watched the show, you’ll know that even though she’s responsible for keeping the house(s) operating efficiently, she does very little physical labour.

Her job is to tell people what to do and make sure they have the resources they need when they need them. She’s more of an organiser than a doer; a manager in fact. 

She delegates the cooking to Mrs Patmore, cleaning to Head Housemaid Anna Smith (who later marries Mr Bates and is promoted to Lady Mary’s Lady’s Maid - try saying that five times fast), and laundry to an unmentioned Head Laundress. 

While the family are fond of her and decide to keep her on (instead of dismissing her) when she marries Carson, she will at some point be forced to retire and be replaced by a new housekeeper.

Carson (Butler) 

Carson is the most senior staff member; the head or chief of staff. He’s in charge of the dining room, the pantry (where the silverware, crystal and other expensive items are kept), the wine cellar and male staff. Most of us know him for his role opening the door at which point he becomes a sort of security guard come bouncer.

You undertake versions of these tasks, but:


• Modern silverware comes with anti-tarnish coatings, and you can have old silver recoated. Though you probably don’t have silverware, and even if you did, you probably wouldn’t clean it regularly anyway.

• Crystal isn’t dishwasher safe, so even if you own some, it’s unlikely you use it.

• If you buy alcohol, it’s probably part of your regular grocery shopping. You might want a wine cellar that serves hundreds, but don't have the space for it.

• You don’t think of serving food as a “thing” because you don’t have to get it more than a dozen steps from your kitchen. You’re not trying to coordinate half a dozen footmen keeping it hot on its way from the downstairs kitchen to the upstairs dining room. 

• You answer your own door on the rare occasions anyone knocks on it.  



So, having acknowledged Carson, we’ll be leaving him here and not talking about butlering in your own home any further.

Mrs Patmore (Cook) 

Mrs (by courtesy) Patmore runs the kitchen and is responsible for feeding family and domestic staff; all to a set schedule. You might recall the episode she has a mini-meltdown because her schedule was blown and she couldn’t keep the food fresh.

She prepares the daily and special event menus in consultation with Lady Cora but works closely with Mrs Hughes to order and pay for equipment and supplies.
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