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We shape our dwellings and afterwards our dwellings shape us.
WINSTON CHURCHILL
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What do you want your life to look like? If you have picked up this book, I’m guessing not like it looks right now. Too much stuff and not enough space to store it? Too much time spent feeling overwhelmed, not enough calm? Weekends full of To-Do lists that never seem to get any shorter? Terrified that anyone might just drop in? Instead of nurturing you, is your home a source of stress, guilt and even shame?


You are not alone. It’s the nature of modern life that new possessions flood into our homes all the time. When a T-shirt is as cheap as a sandwich, every newspaper comes with a hundredweight of supplements and the online shopping emporia never close, is it surprising that we find ourselves swamped beneath things we neither love, want nor need?


I know how you feel because I have been right where you are now. When I first moved to London after I graduated 30 years ago, I had a suitcase, a typewriter (they really did exist) and a small room on the top floor of a friend’s house. Over the years, I moved to larger places, but I never seemed to have more space.


I have always loved decorating and furnishing my homes with a mixture of new things, family pieces that have been handed on to us, objects I’ve hunted down at antiques fairs and auction houses, and prizes I’ve lugged back from holidays abroad. I work as a food writer and often have photo shoots at my house, and this emboldened and enabled me as I picked up another bashed-up old pan, vintage tablecloth or set of plates. (‘They’ll come in useful,’ I’d say, as much to myself as to my husband, as I loaded another boxful of treasures into the car.) And then there were the books. Thousands of them. I’ve always loved to read and have never met a bookshop I could walk past. Add to this that, for my job, I’m sent the latest cookbooks to review and, well, let’s just say Ikea’s Billy bookcase and I have become very good friends.


What I am saying to you is that I am not one of nature’s minimalists. I like things. Lots of them. My house is colourful, comfortable and welcoming, which is important as no one loves a party more than me. Dinner for ten, lunch for twenty, drinks for fifty, family Easters and Christmases – bring it on. Planning menus is my yoga.


But slowly, gradually, my somewhat maximalist house started to spin out of control. Suddenly, I could see how easy it might be to slip over from collector to hoarder. All the parties I so loved throwing were blighted by the minimum half-day of clear-up I’d have to do before I got to the fun bit of setting the table and cooking the food. Stacks of books and magazines cluttered every surface, clothes bulged from wardrobes and drawers, and I couldn’t use a lot of the gorgeous, vintage-y things I’d collected because they were in the cellar somewhere and, well, you just didn’t want to go down there without a pith helmet and an axe.


This is when I decided I had to get a grip before I turned into one of those people you occasionally see in local papers who have been unable to leave their houses for years because their hallways are full of Christmas decorations they bought on sale and garden furniture that’ll come in useful just as soon as they can excavate a path to the back door.


I began by buying more things, naturally, because a new life needs new stuff. I bought all the books that were going to tell me how to do it and all the pretty boxes that were going to give me somewhere to put it all. Like many of you, I’m sure, I was seduced by the promises of order offered by every shiny new decluttering method I could find, only to have lethargy, procrastination or sentiment chop off my good intentions at the knees.


While I admired the philosophy of Zen-like minimalism so many of these books espoused (I am looking at you, dear Marie Kondo), fundamentally they didn’t really speak to me or to seem approachable for most of the people I know – people whose efforts at streamlining need to fit around normal, busy lives filled with work or school, family commitments or housemates, and a life that may not revolve around a perfectly curated knife drawer.


Many decluttering books presume you can breezily ditch a lifetime of memories and possessions between breakfast and Pilates. You are not that person. I am not that person. And that’s why so many of these systems break down. After the first flurry of enthusiasm, they are incompatible with the way most of us want to live.


The truth is, when it comes to organizing and decluttering, there is no one-size-fits-all ideal. This book will help you find your own comfort level. That may be minimalist, or it may be cosier than that, but whatever it is, it’s right for you, which means your new-look life will be much easier for you to maintain in the long term.


This book will help you create new habits by banishing the paralyzing philosophy of ‘should’ and by getting rid of guilt. It will encourage you to keep going by concentrating not on what you are losing, but on what you will gain — space, energy, freedom and peace. It will show you how to organize from the inside out, for who you really are, not for who you think you should be. Because when we get the inside right, the outside tends to fall into place. And most importantly, I hope it will demonstrate that you can live more without having more.


My get-real guide will help you create your own, tailor-made approach, one that you can refine and adapt, whatever your situation. It will help you create good habits that you can fold into the life you live right now, without waiting for some mythically minimalist future which, for most of us, is unattainable and – damn it – undesirable.


I am going to encourage you to start where you are: in your messy, complicated, imperfect life. I want to help you see off any lingering feelings of shame or embarrassment that you haven’t cracked how to do this yet. You are not a slob; you are not lazy; you are not a bad person. You just have too much stuff. Relax. We are going to work through this together.
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... because they were in the cellar somewhere and, well, you just didn’t want to go down there without a pith helmet and axe.





I am going to share with you the secrets I have learned about how to deal with the emotional attachments we build towards our possessions and show you how liberating it can be to let go. We really don’t have to hold onto things out of sentiment or loyalty to our friends and families. In fact, the danger of filling up our lives with things is that they can create a distraction, a buffer, between the lives we have and the calm, fulfilled and creative lives we could be leading. The risk of clinging onto the past is that you end up spending less time with the people you love simply because you are so busy acquiring, caring for and juggling stuff.


I am going to encourage you to act now. There will never be a better moment. Whatever system you come up with, it doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be perfect for you. My aim is to help you to create a home which is functional, liveable, clean and welcoming – somewhere you feel nurtured. Because ultimately, the goal isn’t to have as few possessions as possible, it’s to have just the right amount of possessions to make you content where you are, with what you’ve got.


I still have no desire to be a minimalist, but now my house is ordered and calm and there’s nowhere in the world I would rather be. You may be a minimalist, or you might want things a little fluffier around the edges. This process is about finding the level of order that is comfortable for you. I got there by removing one bag of rubbish at a time and never beating myself up for not going quickly enough. I simply, doggedly, moved forward until my house breathed out and so did I.


You don’t have to be naturally organized to be good at this. You don’t need masses of time to devote to decluttering, or a hefty budget for new storage systems. You just need to start. Do it today.







You need this book if:


• you regularly buy things to replace items that you already own because you can’t lay your hands on them right now


• you use shopping as recreation. You can’t resist the lure of pretty packaging, or a ‘bargain’, or something that might come in useful one day


• you regularly lose your glasses, keys and the TV remote, or you can’t find your passport, insurance documents or bank statements without turning the house upside down


• you have 35 windows open in your computer browser at any one time


• you can’t see your floor for decorating magazines which are pushing the kind of chic and streamlined life that seems only to exist on another planet


• you’re paying to keep possessions in storage. You can’t remember what they are


• you need to factor in time to shove everything on the kitchen table into an already overstuffed cupboard before inviting people over to dinner


• you have said any of these things more than once in the past month: ‘I have to go through those,’ ‘Someone might need that,’ ‘It’s still got some wear in it,’ ‘It might come in useful one day’


• you constantly start projects you don’t finish


• your home makes you feel as if you’re drowning, suffocating or swamped, rather than nurtured, calm and cheerful


• an unexpected ring on the doorbell brings you out in a cold sweat





I am going to talk you through:


• what to do when you don’t feel like it (I realize that decluttering probably isn’t the most exciting thing going on in your life right now, but you don’t have to enjoy it; just crack on with it anyway)


• how to deal with the emotional fallout and what to do if you burst into tears (you probably will at some point, and that’s fine)


• what to do when you feel overwhelmed, daunted and like a failure


• how to overcome ‘fear of regret’ – guess what? Almost everything is replaceable


• the importance of setting small goals – and of continuing to set small goals


• how not to allow planning your decluttering regime to turn into another form of procrastination – keep it simple and keep going.
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Get the inside right.
The outside will fall into place.
ECKHART TOLLE
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Clutter drains you of energy, steals your time, robs you of storage space and fills up your weekends with things that need cleaning, mending or putting away. At its worst, it can induce feelings of guilt, shame and panic, which mean you’d rather welcome a hungry alligator into your home than a friend who just happens to pop by. Pretty joyless, isn’t it?


In this chapter, I am going to show you how to begin to tackle the Clutter Mountain, one certain – if imperfect – step at a time. No matter how daunting the task ahead appears, everything you do, no matter how seemingly small or insignificant, will help to build towards your goal of a more peaceful, organized life. Small steps also help to build those de-junking muscles: as these new habits take hold and become second nature, they will, ultimately, make the goal of a calmer life a lot more possible.


If you’ve ever stayed in a beautiful hotel, think about how calm and relaxed that made you feel. If you’ve never had that chance, spend a minute imagining your hotel room of dreams – give it as much detail as you can. What colour is the bed cover, how does the carpet feel under your feet, what does the room smell like, what can you see from the window? Of course, that holiday feeling of relaxation comes from being in a special place, perhaps with some gorgeous person you care about, and hot and cold running room service. But it also comes from having just enough. Just enough soap in the bathroom, perfect fluffy towels warming on a rack, that one book you really want to read on the nightstand, just enough clothes in the wardrobe, and each piece something you really want to wear. This is real clean living, away from the engulfing stress of too many possessions. What if you could carry that sense of ease and lightness over from your holiday self into your real-life self? Well, I am here to tell you that you can. And, as nothing banishes anxiety and doubt quite as swiftly as action, don’t wait until you’re ‘ready’. Start now. This chapter will show you how.


Feelings, wo-oh-oh-oh feelings


What’s holding you back? It’s not just that decluttering’s boring and hard. It can be both of those things, but it can also be exhilarating – fun, even. For many of us, it’s not lack of time or energy that stops us getting started, it’s fear. Fear of the poignant, difficult and sometimes flat-out heartbreaking emotions that divesting ourselves of our possessions can bring to the surface – all those feelings that we’ve kept as neatly buried as if we had piled a year’s worth of newspapers on top of them. In some cases, that’s quite literally what we have done.


Martha Beck, the American author and life coach, says, ‘Our living spaces are basically three-dimensional portraits of our inner lives. You can’t declutter your living space without decluttering your inner life and vice versa.’


So to an extent, you need to be prepared for the feelings decluttering may release in you. If things were just things, it would be easy to ditch them. Often, they come fully loaded with emotional baggage. But simply beginning brings its own dynamism, and you can take this at a pace that is comfortable for you. Focus on the sense of freedom you will enjoy when you’re not chained to the past by all that stuff which you no longer love or need.


Now I am going to do something that I will rarely do again in the rest of this book. I am going to tell you to buy something. I want you to buy a special notebook, one that instantly appeals to you, one with a beautiful cover and good, smooth paper. (Ideally, not a basic old exercise book, unless you are one of those people who absolutely loved school and really does believe they were the happiest days of your life.) It needs to be small enough for you to carry about easily in a pocket or bag and sturdy enough to take a battering. This is going to be your decluttering journal. The reason you need to pick a nice one is you’re going to be spending a lot of time together, making notes on your progress, your feelings, the number of bags you’ve taken to the charity shop or tip, and keeping a record of the rewards you plan for yourself when you are done.


I realize a notebook is something of an anachronism in these days of laptops and tablets and phones smarter than a whole planet (see Digital storage), but even if you’re wedded to your keyboard or your touchscreen, hear me out for a minute. I admit that gorgeous stationery is my weakness (My name is Debora, it is six days since I bought a nice notebook, stroke that paper, go on, I know you want to), but the reason I suggest you physically journal your decluttering process, drag a pen across a page, is not just that personally I find that more powerful, but also because there is scientific evidence that your brain processes information more effectively when you handwrite it as opposed to typing it. You retain that information better. Writing down your worries and goals also helps you to clear your mind and reduces your stress levels, both of which will help you as you embark on this process.



Using your journal



Start by making a list of the reasons why you want to get rid of your clutter. Don’t think about it too hard. What do you want most? It’s almost impossible to create the life of your dreams if you don’t know what that is and what it looks like. For most of us, peace, freedom and tranquillity in our own homes are what we want – not that lime-green salad bowl, slightly chipped on the rim, that Auntie Jean brought back from the Algarve in 1987. Don’t trade your tranquillity for a chipped salad bowl.


Write the first five things that come into your head. This will help you to focus on what you’re making more space for. Write your five things in the front of your book, where you’ll see them often. These were my five, to give you an idea:




∘ Spending more time with people I love


∘ Enjoying my home, rather than feeling burdened by it


∘ Having more time to do the things I enjoy


∘ Becoming calmer, less hassled


∘ Saving money





Remember, don’t think about it too hard, just scribble. And don’t forget to add a list of things you might do when you’re not shackled to your mess to keep you going. Your list might include a trip to the beach or walking in the hills, simply sitting in your favourite armchair lost in a book, without the nagging feeling that you should be doing something else, pottering about in the garden, exploring a market, meeting a friend for lunch, or taking a really long bath while listening to a play or some great music. In order to get there, you need to be able to visualise what there looks like. But it’s also important that you don’t put off living till you’re done decluttering. Pencil some of these pleasures into your journal right now.


The surprising burden of possessions


Is having more important than being? Is buying more important than doing? Many of us crave, or think we crave, that soft pillow of abundance represented by full cupboards and wardrobes and shelves, but it can be an artificial comfort. Every new possession you bring through the door of your home is a responsibility, something new to care for, to clean, to tidy up and to put away. Make sure it’s worth it. In his excellent, thought-provoking book Stuffocation: Living More With Less, James Wallman writes, ‘The best place to find status, identity, meaning, and happiness is in experiences.’ Relax into your real life; don’t blunt your feelings with stuff, or trade the rich experiences life can offer you for more things. Less cleaning, more living.


Making a plan


I love a list. Lists are like everyday poetry to me. And they were essential as I worked on my own decluttering process. They kept me focused and stopped me faffing about.


As you embark on each new part of your home, write a list in your journal of what you would like to achieve and break it down into smaller tasks. You will probably have a master list (tackle that pile of 20 years’ worth of Horse & Hound that’s blocking out all the light) and a short-term list (do what I can do today to make enough space to have people round for tea). Assign an approximate amount of time to each task. Be as detailed as you can – this will help you to be realistic about what you can achieve in the time you have – but don’t allow the list to become another form of procrastination. What is the point of the perfect, bullet-pointed, colour-coded list if, an hour later, you’re still sitting there surveying room-ma-geddon?


Here is a sample list to give you some idea:


Sitting room: 30 minutes




∘ Tidy up anything that’s on the floor. If the floor is covered in stuff and you’re low on time or energy, just do as much as you can in ten minutes. Work quickly. Don’t think about it too much. You are making progress and you can come back to it later.


∘ Take three decent-sized rubbish bags. Fill one with things that need to go into other rooms, one with anything you can recycle or sell, and one with rubbish, including anything that’s in the wastepaper basket. Ten minutes.


∘ Do a quick sweep of the coffee table. Remove any dirty cups, glasses and plates. Put remote controls together. Toss any newspapers or magazines in the recycling or stack neatly if you’re genuinely not finished with them (Newsflash: You’re probably finished with them). Five minutes.


∘ Tidy up a coffee-cup zone. Five minutes.







Decluttering around the world



Feng what now?



I am a down-to-earth person. My northern roots make me eye-rollingly sceptical of the idea that a pot plant in a certain corner wards off conflict (though they are nice, see The power of plants), or that keeping the loo seat down prevents riches pouring away, but one of the tenets of feng shui – that clutter is stuck energy – makes perfect sense to me. What is clutter but the physical manifestation of indecision, procrastination and not being entirely engaged in your own life? All those piles of papers, boxes of books and bags of clothes that haven’t quite made it to the dry cleaner’s or the charity shop are the living embodiment of putting off until tomorrow what you might as well crack on with today. Years ago, I read 20 Declutter this passage in Karen Kingston’s Creating Sacred Space with Feng Shui and, despite my scepticism, it has stuck with me:


Most people who have lots of clutter say they can’t find the energy to clear it. They constantly feel tired. This is because everything you own is connected to you by strands of energy. When you are surrounded by clutter it is like dragging the ball and chain of the past around with you everywhere you go. No wonder you feel tired.


This was a real lightbulb moment for me. We need to unshackle ourselves from our stuff. In order to do this, we need to reset the reward synapses in our brains, so that the high we used to get from acquiring is replaced by the absolute thrill of getting rid of things. This isn’t easy at first. In his book The Compass of Pleasure: How Our Brains Make Fatty Foods, Orgasm, Exercise, Marijuana, Generosity, Vodka, Learning and Gambling Feel So Good, David J. Linden, king of subtitles and also professor of neuroscience at Johns Hopkins University, describes the sort of addictive rush some of us get from everyday activities:


Shopping, orgasm, learning, highly caloric foods, gambling, prayer, dancing til you drop, and playing on the Internet: They all evoke neural signals that converge on a small group of interconnected brain areas called the medial fore brain pleasure circuit – it is in these tiny clumps of neurons that human pleasure is felt.


So you see, this is what we’re up against: that pesky medial fore brain pleasure circuit. But you know what? It’s not the boss of you.



Swedish death cleaning



I promise this is a lot less depressing than it sounds. The concept of döstädning (dö = death; städning = cleaning) was introduced to most of us by Swedish artist Margareta Magnusson’s book The Gentle Art of Swedish Death Cleaning. At its heart is a kinder, mellower attitude to decluttering than we find in the Marie Kondo books – perhaps the rhythmic yoga to Kondo’s gung-ho boot camp. Döstädning is a process. The idea is to take a proactive stab at going through your possessions before you die so you don’t leave your relatives with the onerous task of sorting through your stuff when you’re gone. Grief is bad enough without having to weep over a shopping list from 1972 and a heap of mothy old sweaters as well.


Of course this kind of decluttering is a final kindness you can do for the ones you love, but it’s not pure altruism. Magnusson writes:


Death cleaning isn’t the story of death and its slow, ungainly inevitability. But rather the story of life, your life, the good memories and the bad. The good ones you keep. The bad ones you expunge.


At the centre of this approach is the question, ‘Will anyone be happier if I save this?’ If your friends and family will cherish it, keep it. If it would embarrass you (cross diaries, angry letters settling scores), ditch it. And there is nothing to stop you from doing it, whatever age you are. Why hold onto things that cause you pain or embarrassment? Free yourself from them. Furthermore, if you are holding onto possessions that you would like to pass on one day – particularly if you no longer use them – why not do it now, when you can experience the pleasure they give to other people? So for me, the key question is, ‘Will anyone be happier if I save this?’ If you are asking the question, the answer is probably not.
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