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Introduction



The definition of pottering is to occupy oneself in a pleasant way but without a definite plan or purpose. ‘Pleasant’ implies comfort. ‘Without a definite plan or purpose’ implies freedom.


Often but not always it means spontaneously occupying oneself in small household tasks. This task is not essential, but by doing it you might derive the tiniest bit of pleasure. To pick an example, one pottering activity you might try is oiling a hinge. Is the hinge of a door or cupboard squeaking? Make do with what you’ve got, and dab on some oil with a tissue. Any oil will do – olive or vegetable, even margarine. Swing the door to and fro satisfyingly. Stand back and admire your work.


This book is both a discussion of and a practical guide to pottering. It could be seen as an alternative to ambitious and aspirational books about mindfulness (focusing one’s mind in the present moment) and hygge (the Danish idea of comfort and conviviality) – both of which, in their original forms, are splendid concepts, but now, in some cases, have changed out of all recognition. Hygge seems to revolve around acquiring scented candles and faux-fur throws, while a guru-led ‘mindful minute’ might appear to be a salve for everything, but of course will never be. Where the mind is concerned, a minute isn’t enough time to find a solution to anything.


One of the characteristics of pottering is its honesty, its lack of affectation. You could connect meditatively and mindfully to mindless tasks like peeling a potato. You could even go to a potato-peeling workshop. Or practise with the world’s finest potatoes. Alternatively, you could just peel any potato, with a potato peeler, at home. When sourcing this potato, look in your cupboard. At the very most, go to the nearest shop.


Pottering is not glamorous. You don’t have to put too much effort in, go very far or even do it with others. Pottering is not a lifestyle concept, and it doesn’t require practice. Just be.


The consequence of pottering – a feeling of relaxation and contentment – is usually achieved when you make do with what you’ve got, get moving but don’t go too far, don’t try too hard and keep it digital-free.
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Pottering: the basics


To illustrate the basics of pottering, let’s take making a cup of tea as an example.


Fill the kettle with water from the kitchen tap. Dock or plug in your kettle. Switch it on and note the cheeriness of the ‘on’ light. Wait for the kettle to boil, noticing the first wisps of steam. Listen to the rumble of the kettle change in tone, wait for the bimetallic strip to do its work and hear the click that signals the water is ready.


Pick out a teabag and pop it in a mug. It could be your favourite mug but it doesn’t really matter. Pour the water on. Add the right amount of milk for you, then take a teaspoon, squeeze the bag against the side of the mug and in one deft move, flip the teabag into the bin or compost. Stir the tea and tap the teaspoon against the edge of the mug. Don’t try to multi-task. Maybe tap your fingers on the countertop.


As these instructions indicate, the fundamentals of pottering are:


Make do with what you’ve got (tea, milk, water, mug, teaspoon)


–


Don’t try too hard (note the lack of ceremony)


–


Movement (admittedly not a lot)


–


Keep it local (you’re not going very far)


–


Keep it digital-free (virtual tea is pointless)


Right, now that’s sorted, let’s take these principles and look at each one closely.


Make do with what you’ve got


Pottering teaches you to be resourceful and develops your skills in compromise and improvisation. If you’re making tea and you haven’t got any tea, have a coffee instead, or another drink. Whatever you’ve got in your cupboard. If for some reason your kettle is out of action, boil the water in a pan. No milk? Use a slice of lemon as they do in Russia, where milk in tea is not a thing. Not only does pottering teach you to be resourceful, but also it can lead to entirely new experiences.


Don’t try too hard


There are millions of ways to make a cup of tea. So many decisions: water temperature (boiling versus wait a bit), receptacle (cup and saucer, mug, teapot), milk amount and order (first or last; splash, glug or not at all), tea selection (fruit, herbal, green, different types of black tea: Assam versus English Breakfast, even though they are almost the same thing) and brewing time (somewhere on the spectrum between ‘forgot about the teabag, but it’s still warm, so you might as well otherwise it would be a waste’ and ‘just dip the bag, really quickly, dip it, I mean, just show the bag to the water. In fact, let me do it. I’ll make the tea’).


Consider the words that define pottering ‘without definite plan or purpose’. Let those words really sink in and sense the freedom that they imply. You have the freedom to make tea any way you like. You be you. No one is going to judge. It’s just you and the tea.


Movement


Pottering implies moving from one activity to another. It is not still. However, you don’t have to move far, or fast. There is no destination, distance to be travelled or physical goal. There are no triathlons involved: strain, breathlessness and sweating are unnecessary.


Nevertheless, don’t stop moving altogether or you will lose momentum. If you feel you are coming to the end of one pottering activity, think for a moment, sigh, and say out loud, ‘Now. What was I doing?’ Pause, and a good idea about what to do next will definitely occur to you. If it doesn’t, go for a sit and a think.


Keep it local


Being at home is comforting and easy. Don’t feel you need to leave the house. However, a lot of pleasure can be derived from wandering down to the shops (not the Big Shops, just the nearest ones). Perhaps ‘go for a bit of a drive’, but don’t have a destination in mind or overdo it distance-wise.


Keep it digital-free


A 24-hour box-set marathon on the sofa is not pottering. Chillaxing with your phone is not pottering. You are certainly occupied, but somehow the pull of social media, the demands of keeping pace with the latest series and the fear of missing out can make you feel empty and completely overwhelmed. What a poor state of affairs that is.


First let’s give you some freedom to let go of all that pressure. Take note that with pottering you are usually doing just one thing at a time, so you can’t be on social media as well. Pottering has saved you from social media!
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Plus, pottering activities are often so inconsequential that you’re unlikely to want to tell your social networks about them. Think about it. Are you going to post a picture of yourself organizing and folding all your plastic grocery bags and placing them into one grab-and-go ‘best’ plastic bag that stays by the front door, ready for your weekly shop? Probably not. (Though if you do, for celebrating the mundane, you are to be commended.) Has Kim Kardashian ever posted a picture of herself standing on a chair flicking a tea towel at a cobweb on the ceiling? No, she has not. Has Cristiano Ronaldo shared a video of himself wiping up toast crumbs from a kitchen table with a damp cloth? That hasn’t happened.


Take away the reasons for checking your device. Get a wristwatch and you won’t need to look at your phone to find out the time. Write important dates on a calendar and put it somewhere where you can see it. Enjoy ‘in-between’ time by having a look out of a window.


Should pottering meet all five of these principles?


Take away movement, and you have relaxing. If you were allowed to be digital, would you really potter at all? And if you had to try too hard, travel far or make a special effort, it would create too much stress; thus you would lose all the benefits of a rested mind.


So ideally, yes, meeting all five of these principles would be great, but honestly, there’s no pressure. If pottering were to be presented as a business model, it would be a lopsided pentagon sketched out on the back of an envelope.
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Make do with what you’ve got


When you potter, you take pleasure in small things: you don’t need any special equipment. Making do with what you have is about living simply. Plus you can become incredibly resourceful when your options are limited. ‘Hacks’ arise out of a situation when someone was making do. Are you finding that your scourer is inadequate for the task of cleaning around the knobs on your kitchen stove? Poke about in those elusive grooves with a wooden toothpick. Lost your measuring tape? Make do with a piece of string and a ruler. It may take a while to take measurements, but it’s better than not being able to do it at all.


In Italy, in the south in particular, they acknowledge the slight ridiculousness of making do with the practice of l’arte dell’arrangiarsi, which means ‘the art of arranging yourself’. This sounds like a society finishing- school technique that instructs you to sit prettily while wearing inconceivably uncomfortable yet fashionable clothes. However, what l’arte dell’arrangiarsi actually means is, ‘I will not be defeated by this situation; I will persevere and I will also have a laugh.’ Like creatively making a gazebo out of bin bags, duct tape and bamboo gardening canes.


Do what you were going to do anyway


Pottering is about making the best of your circumstances and the resources you have to hand, which is why so much pottering takes place at home. The distinguishing feature of pottering as opposed to ‘jobs around the house’ is the slow pace at which you do it. ‘Rushing about’ from one thing to another is not pottering. If you have to stay in for the day, there is no hurry in anything you do because you have given yourself that uncommon luxury of ‘spare time’.


Though you might choose to do things you wouldn’t do all that often, like reordering the clothes hangers in your wardrobe so that the hooks all face in the same direction, more often you will be doing a small domestic task that recurs in a regular cycle, a ready source of occupation and inspiration. The fun never stops with pottering jobs.


Take a household task like dealing with clean laundry. Pull it out of the basket in a long, sweet-smelling damp lump. Use a big shirt to make it all into a bundle, tying the arms with the lowermost hem. Carry it to an appropriate airing facility to dry: washing line, radiator, clothes rack. Let your mind wander for a bit. Untangle and sort. Listen out for the satisfying thwap as you shake out each damp towel before hanging it up. There is no need for a ‘system’: pull each piece of clothing from your bundle or basket and take pleasure from serendipitously finding a pair of nearly matching socks, pegging them together on the line. Think ahead to the clean, dry pillowcases and sheets on your bed. Hmmm, cosy and fresh and crisp. There’s a nice bedtime to look forward to.
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