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Introduction


[image: ]


A coffee stain on your favourite shirt. A red wine splatter on the sofa. Greasy marks on your walls. Stains are a common frustration of everyday life, and their unsightly appearance can ruin your day.


But it doesn’t have to be that way! With some simple tricks, everyday products and expert knowledge you can tackle any stain around the house, and return your home and belongings to a lovely, clean and fresh state.


The first part of this book introduces you to the fundamentals of stain removal, quickly transforming you into a cleaning genius with handy hacks, essential rules and comprehensive guides, including:




• An overview of different stain types and the removal strategies they require.


• Basic stain-busting techniques, including a guide to laundering, and recommended approaches for the different objects around your home.


• Your toolkit of stain removal products, both natural and chemical.


• A handy guide to cleaning fabric, with everything you’ll need for keeping your clothes, upholstery and soft furnishings spotless.





Feeling ready to tackle those spots, stains and splatters? Then jump into the inventory of stains, where you’ll find instructions for removing over 100 of the most common household stains.


Every stain has removal instructions for both a natural and chemical method. Look out for the [image: ] symbol for the natural method, and [image: ] for the chemical one. And be sure to pay attention to the [image: ] symbol, which indicates the possibility of danger.


With all this expert know-how in your back pocket, you’ll be unstoppable in taking on every pesky mark, splotch, stain, smear, blemish and splatter – it’s time to Get It Clean!










Stain Types



The three main stain types are:




Protein stains


Tannin (wet) stains


Greasy (dry) stains





The importance of identifying the type of stain you are dealing with cannot be overstated. Your instincts may be to reach for the hot-water tap or a bar of soap and scrub away, but if you are using the wrong method for that particular stain, you could easily be setting the stain permanently into the fabric.


The don’ts in this book are, therefore, as crucial as the dos. The two most important of these, which should ensure you never have a stain disaster again, are:




DON’T use hot water or heat on protein stains, as this will set many of these stains permanently.


DON’T use any kind of soap on tannin stains, as this will set many of these permanently.





PROTEIN STAINS


Removal rating: Easy


These are the easiest stains to remove, provided you don’t use any kind of heat, and can usually be removed completely by rinsing in cold water, followed by a cool biological (enzyme) soak if necessary.


Biological detergents and pre-soak products usually contain several kinds of enzymes, because different proteins respond to different enzymes. Potatoes are natural enzyme ‘stain sticks’ – slice a potato in half and rub it over any dried-in stain for a few minutes before laundering. They are also useful as a quick spot dirt remover on non-washable (dry-clean only) fabrics.



Identifying protein stains


You can tell a protein stain by its source: if organic, it’s likely to be protein. Many basic food stains, such as egg, milk, yogurt and cheese sauce, come from animal products and so are protein stains. All stains resulting from the bodily functions of humans and animals – such as blood, urine and vomit – are protein, as are those that come from the earth, like mud. Grass is protein, but is classified as special because it is more difficult to remove.


Some food stains, such as gravy, chocolate and tomato sauce, are protein/grease combination stains. Always treat the protein part first – that is, use cold water, then go on to treat the grease part of the stain. TIP Beware of unknown red stains. If they could possibly be blood that’s not yours, wear protective rubber gloves.


TANNIN (WET) STAINS


Removal rating: Moderate


To identify a tannin stain, ask yourself if it comes from a wet, liquid source or a dry, greasy source. Tannin stains are direct liquid spills from alcohol, perfumes, inks, melted ice lollies, fruit juices, tea and coffee. They respond well to hot water, but will set permanently if you use any kind of soap. Apart from sugar tannin stains (see below), you can launder these stains with detergent in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.


A quick treatment for fresh tannin stains is to suspend the fabric, stain side down, over a bowl and secure with a rubber band or clothes pegs. Pour on hot water from as great a height as possible without danger of splashing. The force will rinse through the fabric, taking the stain with it. Use an acid stain stick on old, stubborn stains (see here).


Sugar tannin stains


These include alcohol, cakes, soft drinks, ice lollies and non-dye ice pops, and are combination protein/tannin stains that should be rinsed in cold water, or soda water if you have it. If treated immediately, these stains are easy to remove. Older stains should be soaked in a biological (enzyme) detergent. If this doesn’t work, bleaching may be the only solution.


Point out sugar stains on non-washable fabrics to the dry cleaner, as they may have dried into the fabric and become invisible. In time they will caramelize, turn brown and be impossible to remove. For immediate spills on non-washables, mix white vinegar with water in equal parts, spot on and rinse off.


GREASY (DRY) STAINS


Removal rating: Moderate


Greasy stains result from any product containing fat or oil and respond well to hot water and detergent. Never iron a fabric with any trace of grease – heat will set the stain.


Washing-up liquid is manufactured to remove grease from crockery and it also works well on fabric. Often, all you need to do is apply a little neat non-gel washing-up liquid to both sides of the stain and agitate the back of fabric against itself under the hot tap. Apply a little more washing-up liquid and leave on while you launder as usual.


Do not leave greasy clothes soaking in detergent and water that has gone cold. The grease particles will break down but will then redistribute themselves throughout the fabric, making it dirtier than it was before. Grease stains on nylon and man-made fibres can be difficult to remove if left for more than a day.


Treat old, stubborn stains with a grease-solvent stain remover, but never use solvents on highly inflammable petrol or diesel stains. If you do not have a solvent, apply a paste of detergent powder and water, then launder in the hottest water safe for the fabric. Spot treat non-washables with dry-cleaning spot remover.



OTHER STAINS



To the three main categories we can add the following sub-categories:




Combination stains – A combination of two or more of the above.


Dye stains – Stains caused by dye products.


Special stains – One-off stains that require special treatment (such as chewing gum).


Organic stains – Stains resulting from natural conditions.


Industrial stains – Solidified concrete, mortar, etc.


Chemical stains – Stains caused by chemical spills (such as bleach).


Lacquer stains – Lacquers that solidify (such as nail varnish).


Unknown stains – Stains whose source cannot be identified.





Combination stains


Removal rating: Difficult


There are two types of combination stain. Type A stains have protein, grease/wax and dye elements; Type B stains have grease, wax and dye elements. Always treat the protein stain first, followed by the grease, then dye.




Type A


1. Rinse in cold water and soak in a cool biological (enzyme) detergent solution or pre-soak for 30 minutes.


2. Apply washing-up liquid or biological (enzyme) detergent to both sides. Launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.


3. Bleach if necessary.


Type B


1. Treat with a grease-solvent product, rinse and air dry.


2. Apply washing-up liquid or neat biological (enzyme) detergent to both sides of the stain and launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.


3. Bleach if necessary.






Dye stains


Removal rating: Difficult


Dye pigment is found naturally in cherries and blueberries, and is added to other foodstuffs like mustard and blue ice lollies. Dye stains can also occur if you have laundered non-colourfast clothes with lighter colours.


Nearly all dyes used in fabrics are synthetics, manufactured from petrochemicals or coal-tar distillates. After colour testing (see here), spot treat with methylated spirits or a specialist solvent product. Rinse and air dry, then launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric. If traces of the stain remain, bleach or use a specialist dye-removing product.


Special stains


This category is for stains such as scorch marks and those caused by chewing gum that do not fall into any specific grouping, or those that do, like protein grass stains, but require a unique treatment method. For treatment, refer to each stain individually in the A–Z section. TIP The plastic covers used by dry cleaners can turn fabric yellow over time – this applies especially to lighter-coloured fabrics. Remove the covers before storing clothing for any length of time.


Organic stains


These stains result from natural, often atmospheric conditions, such as tarnish, mildew and alkaline stains.


Industrial stains


These are stains resulting from building or DIY work. Refer to the A–Z for treatments.


Chemical stains


These stains result from chemical spills. Refer to the A–Z for individual treatments.



Lacquer stains


Removal rating: Difficult


Lacquer is a solid that is manufactured to apply in a liquid form, which then dries rapidly. Unfortunately, if allowed to penetrate a fabric in its fluid state, lacquer will coat every single fibre with a plaster that can be impossible to remove, so do not allow it to dry out. Sponge off the excess and treat with acetone nail varnish remover on all fabrics except wool, rayon, silk, acetate, triacetate and modacrylic. These should be treated with glycerine and dry cleaned as soon as possible. If the lacquer has dried, scrape off as much as possible with your fingernail or the edge of a coin before treating as above.


Unknown stains


Try identifying first by smell. If you are still not sure, keep in mind the two big don’ts: heat sets protein stains; soap sets tannin stains. Always start with the mildest treatment, soaking in cold water. For more information on treatments, see Unknown Stains, here.


Before removing any kind of stain, there are two questions you should always ask:




1. What is the stain type? Protein stains are the easiest to remove, but will set if you use hot water, iron or tumble dry. Tannin (wet) stains respond well to hot water, but will set if you use any kind of soap. Greasy (dry) stains respond well to a little neat washing-up liquid and a hot wash.


2. What is the fabric and does it need colour testing? Read the fabric care label for colourfastness, and washing and bleaching instructions.






GENERAL RULES





DO treat the stain promptly. Take non-washable fabrics to the dry cleaner as soon as possible, and always tell them about the stain.


DO work from the back of the stain, to avoid forcing it further into the fabric.


DO dry clean washable items if the stain is very large, or the fabric delicate or bulky.


DO test for colourfastness and fabric damage before applying solvent, vinegar, alcohol or any kind of bleach.


DO read the care labels on garments and upholstery, and the instructions on products.


DO begin with the simplest method if there are several ways listed to remove a stain.


DO store chemicals out of the reach of children and away from food products.


DO leave a removal product on the stain for the advised length of time, to do its work.













Stain Removal Techniques





DO work from the outside of the stain inwards to prevent stains spreading.


DO launder after treating with stain removers.


DO realize that some stains cannot be removed.


DON’T use hot water, iron or tumble dry ink, sugar and protein stains – heat will set the stain. If unidentifiable, use cold water first.


DON’T use soap on tannin stains; they will set.


DON’T give up after one application. Little and often is the best route to success.


DON’T forget to rinse. Solvents are highly inflammable, so rinse thoroughly and air dry.


DON’T iron or tumble dry a stained garment.


DON’T bleach a stain in isolation – always soak the whole garment. Remember, bleach does all its work in 15 minutes, so soaking for any longer will simply weaken the fabric.


DON’T rub at liquid stain spots, as you will simply spread the stain further and might damage the fibres. Blot on stain remover with an absorbent white cloth.


DON’T use a coloured cloth on stains, as the colour might transfer into the stain. Use a clean white cloth or kitchen towels.







[image: ] DANGER – DON’T use solvents on inflammable stains like petrol and diesel. NEVER put solvent-treated garments into the tumble dryer.


[image: ] DANGER – DON’T mix products, especially bleach and ammonia – it could trigger a chemical reaction and poisonous fumes






COMMERCIAL PRODUCTS



Stain sticks are handy because of their size, but applying neat biological (enzyme) liquid detergent before laundering will work just as well on easier stains. Red-wine solvent stain removers are useful as they work well on all sorts of red and tomato-based stains.


Applying stain remover


Don’t use a large amount to do the job faster – apply less rather than more. Repeating the process will be far more effective.


How to spot treat


Treat a small area with an aerosol solvent spray, methylated spirits, a dry-cleaning solvent, a spot remover or specialist solvent.


Always follow the manufacturer’s directions for chemical spot treatments. If advised to leave for a certain amount of time, it is crucial that you do this. Work from the outside of the stain inwards, to avoid spreading it further.


TIP Use an old electric toothbrush as a spot-cleaning tool.


Spot-treatment techniques


Feather – Use short, light rubbing movements.


Blot or dab – Press the solvent-soaked cloth over the stain and apply gentle pressure.


For all spot-treatment techniques, move to a clean part of the soaked cloth as the stain comes off on to it.


Fabrics




1. Spray or saturate the front of the stain and leave to penetrate for the specified time.


2. Scrunch up kitchen towels or an absorbent white cloth and place it over the stain.


3. Soak a small area of white cloth with the solvent or alcohol.


4. Turn to the back of the fabric and gently feather, blot or dab at the stain with the soaked cloth. Work from the outside of the stain inwards, to avoid spreading it further.


5. The stain will transfer to the backing towels or cloth. As it does, move the backing towels or cloth to expose a clean area and continue.


6. Repeat until the stain disappears, then rinse thoroughly. When chemical solvents have been used, air dry before laundering.


7. Launder as appropriate for the fabric.





Carpets and upholstery




1 Clear up any excess with kitchen towels, a sponge or an absorbent white cloth.


2 If advised to colour test, do this on a hidden area of carpet. Better still, when new carpet is laid, keep a square of carpet in store. Bicarbonate of soda, especially, can cause permanent damage on darker colours and should always be tested.


3 Apply treatment as advised for each stain:


a. Soda water should be applied generously, dabbed on with an absorbent white cloth, and re-applied as necessary.


b. Shaving cream should be applied minimally. It causes a lot of foam that is difficult to rinse.


c. Bicarbonate of soda (after colour testing), cornflour or talcum powder should be applied generously and left to dry completely before vacuuming off.






STAIN REMOVAL CHEMICALS



The common stain-removal chemicals are shown in the chart. For details, see here.








	

Product



	

May Contain












	

Alcohol (rubbing)



	

Isopropyl alcohol (K)








	

Ammonia



	

Ammonium hydroxide








	

Carpet shampoo, carpet stain remover



	

Isopropyl alcohol (K)








	

Colour remover



	

Sodium hydrosulphite








	

Nail varnish remover



	

Acetone








	

Petroleum-based solvent and dry-cleaning fluid



	

Trichloroethylene (TCE), perchloroethylene (PERC) (K), petroleum distillates (S)








	

Rust remover



	

Oxalic acid, hydrofluoric acid








	

Turpentine



	

Terpene











Environmentalists claim that 150 chemicals found in domestic cleaning products could be connected to asthma, allergies and some serious illnesses. It is believed that some contaminants can remain in the air for up to a year.


Because manufacturers are not obliged to list all the contents of their products on the label, it is not always possible to know which products contain the known and suspected carcinogens. But it is increasingly possible to buy eco-friendly products that are guaranteed not to contain any of the dangerous chemicals.


Safety with chemicals


If you do have to use chemicals, proceed with caution, and if you are in any doubt at all, don’t. Call in the professionals.




[image: ] DANGER – Never inhale solvents, carpet stain removers, ammonia, bleach or other chemicals.


[image: ] DANGER – Always wear rubber gloves. Wear a face mask with ammonia and carpet solvents.


[image: ] DANGER – Make sure you are working in a well-ventilated area, away from children and animals, and that there are no naked flames nearby. Don’t smoke.


[image: ] DANGER – Act fast. If you get any chemical on your skin, rinse immediately with cold water. If you have any stinging reaction in your eyes or on your skin, visit your doctor or local hospital immediately.


[image: ] DANGER – Never transfer chemicals from their original containers, as these carry all safety instructions and precautionary statements. Read the directions for use and the safety and first-aid instructions carefully.





Warning labels


Look out for the following precautionary labels on packaging:




CAUTION OR WARNING – Used on most cleaning products and detergents. If the appropriate first aid is administered, the product is unlikely to cause permanent damage.


DANGER – Used on products such as drain cleaners and some heavy-duty solvent stain removers. These products contain dangerous chemicals, so take greater precautions.


POISON – The strongest warning of all, rarely found on commercial products.





Chemical effects on fibres


Some chemicals will permanently damage some fibres, even if they are diluted.




Chlorine bleach – Do not use on spandex, nylon or any protein-based fibres (silk, wool, leather, mohair).


Acetone – Found in paint thinner and nail varnish remover, this should not be used on acetates, triacetates and modacrylics.


Dry-cleaning fluids – Those containing perchloroethylene should not be used on polypropylene. There are other dry-cleaning fluids that can be substituted.






LAUNDERING



Less, rather than more, detergent produces cleaner, softer clothes. Too much detergent will not rinse out properly; instead, the dirt granules from stains will be redistributed evenly among the fibres. Manufacturers are generous in their recommendations, averaging out hard and soft water areas. Try using less and check the results.


A great many stains, especially grease and protein, can be removed by laundering, but it is important to use the right detergent. Powders without built-in fabric conditioners work better on stains. Liquid detergents dissolve faster in cool, hard waters and so are better for soaking heat-hating protein stains.


There is no other real difference between the liquid and powdered brands, but most liquid detergents have a lower phosphate content and so are better for the environment.


Don’t give up if the stain is still there after washing. Use neat liquid detergent or make a paste from detergent powder and a little water, apply to both sides and re-launder.


Greasy stains won’t respond to a long wash in cold water. Detergents do remove oil, but only for a certain amount of time. After that, the grease simply re-deposits itself.


Water temperature




Hot – 50–60°C (120–140°F)


Warm – 30–40°C (85–105°F)


Cold – 20–25°C (65–75°F)





Water below 15°C (60°F) is too cold for detergents to be effective.


Dry cleaning


If you have to take a garment to the dry cleaner, point out the stain and explain how it occurred. If they know what caused it, they will know how to deal with it – there are different dry cleaning fluids for different purposes.



STAIN REMOVAL AROUND THE HOME



Carpets


Soda water is very effective in treating many everyday spills – the carbonated bubbles will lift the dirt to the surface. Do not pour directly from the bottle, as the pressure will force the stain further into the fibres. Instead, saturate the stain and blot until it is lifted.


If you have a big, greasy spill, dab away the excess and sprinkle cornflour, bicarbonate of soda (always colour test first) or non-perfumed talcum powder over the stain. Leave for several hours – overnight if possible – and then vacuum. If the stain remains, squirt a tiny amount of shaving cream over it and brush gently into the fibres. Wipe away the excess foam with a clean, dry cloth and blot with a sponge dipped in cold water. Or apply a weak solution of washing-up liquid and water and blot into the stain.


Chemical stains are more of a problem. They may not appear until long after the spill, when a change in humidity, temperature, sunlight or moisture in the air occurs. Tiny, permanent bleach spots can be disguised by filling in the colour with a felt-tip pen.


TIP When you have new carpet laid, always keep a few squares of the trim. These are useful for colour testing, but also for restoring the original colour – dampen the faded area and rub over with the surface of the square.


Upholstery


Look for the fabric care symbol, usually under the cushions on the main frame of a chair or sofa, to see if it is washable or dry clean only. The latter should be treated with dry-cleaning solvent; never use water or water-based products on dry-clean only fabrics. When you buy any new furniture, always ask for a swatch of the upholstery fabric so that you can test for colourfastness. If you do not have this, tip up the chair or sofa and test solvents on an underside hem – spray on and spot clean an imaginary stain using a dry cloth.


Loose covers are the only covers that should be removed for washing. Don’t remove and wash the cover of a tightly upholstered cushion, even if there is a big zip at the back and the fabric is washable. Getting it back on is always awkward; if the fabric shrinks by only a few centimetres, it will be impossible. Even it doesn’t shrink, you may ruin the line of the lay of the fabric, and even a slightly changed colour will ruin the look of the whole sofa.


If you stain a cushion, unzip the cover before treatment (but don’t remove it) and put a few layers of scrunched-up kitchen towel or absorbent white cloth between the stain and the foam. Follow the spot-treatment method: blot, dab or feather at the stain – don’t wipe.


Leather sofas will stain from liquids, body oils and perspiration, but if the stain is absorbed, it will often fade with time. Don’t wash greasy spots with water. Generally, stains on leather should not be spot cleaned – instead, clean the whole surface. Rub non-perfumed soap on a soft wet cloth, lather up and wipe over the surface. Clean off with a damp cloth and dry with a separate soft cloth.


Duvets


Duvets with synthetic fillings can usually be laundered. But if you get a stain on a feather or down duvet, act fast. Shake it out until the stained area of fabric is not in contact with any feathers and treat the stain before it dries.


Always have feather duvets professionally cleaned. The dry-cleaning machines in launderettes may leave fumes trapped inside.


Pillows


Wash foam- and feather-filled pillows by hand in warm, soapy water. Rinse thoroughly by holding the pillow under the tap and squeezing until all soapy residue has gone.


Dry foam pillows in the airing cupboard. Feather pillows should always be air dried.


Mattresses


Tip mattresses on to their side before cleaning. Sponge blood stains with cold salty water; urine stains with cold water and washing-up liquid. Remove heavy stains with pepsin powder, available from pharmacies, or apply a paste of cornflour and water, leave until it has dried and brush off. Repeat as necessary.


Crystal and glass


Rub marks gently with half a lemon. Soak stubborn stains in white vinegar. Leave for 15 minutes, scrub and rinse.


To prevent glasses clouding up in the dishwasher, stack so that they can’t rub up against each other. To remove marks, place a cup of white vinegar in the lowest part of the dishwasher and run for 10 minutes. Stop the cycle, add detergent and wash as usual.










Stain Removal Products



This is a list of the most useful stain removers and where to find them:








	

Remover



	

Where












	

Soda water



	

Supermarket








	

Bicarbonate of soda



	

Supermarket/Pharmacy








	

White vinegar



	

Supermarket








	

Lemon juice



	

Supermarket








	

Borax substitute



	

Online








	

Glycerine



	

Pharmacy








	

Washing soda



	

Supermarket








	

Cream of tartar



	

Supermarket








	

Epsom salts



	

Pharmacy








	

Methylated spirits



	

Hardware Store








	

Salt



	

Supermarket











Your basic chemical kit need only consist of:




Biological (enzyme) washing detergent – This is useful as a pre-soak. Alternatively, you can use a biological (enzyme) pre-soak powder.


Red-wine solvent stain remover – This is useful for all sorts of red stains.


Bleach – Keep oxygen all-fabric bleach for general use; chlorine bleach for really tough stains on tough fabrics.






NATURAL PRODUCTS



Here is a list of the natural, non-commercial stain removers we use in this guide, with information on what they are and the stains on which they can be used.


Alcohol


Rubbing alcohol is a very effective multi-purpose, tough stain remover. It also works well as a grease and tannin spot stain remover on non-washable fabrics. Dilute 1 cup alcohol in 2 cups water for use on acetates, triacetates and non-colourfast fabrics. Methylated spirits (known as meths) is widely available. Use colourless meths.


Alcohol works well on chalk, grass and ballpoint ink stains. For best results, soak overnight in a sealed plastic bowl with a tight lid to prevent the alcohol evaporating, then rinse and launder. White wine can work on fresh red wine stains: suspend the fabric, stain side down, over the sink and pour white wine all over the stain. Gin makes a good spot cleaner for silks and non-washable fabrics.
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