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© Penny Bishop


Ann Russell – a self-described ‘middle class English old bag’ – is a self-employed cleaner who recently found fame (and 1.4 million followers) on TikTok, where she regularly shares cleaning and general life advice. Affectionately named 'The TikTok Auntie' by commenters, Ann films hundreds of video clips every month, answering questions that range from laundry stains to dealing with grief.









About the Book


From everyone’s favourite online cleaning expert and ‘TikTok Auntie’, this is the only cleaning book that you will ever need.


How to Clean Everything is full of genuinely useful tips and tricks, and advice about not just what but also what not to do. Covering everything from laundry to accidents, and cleaning room by room, this book also contains sections on more general household maintenance, particularly useful for renters or anyone living away from home for the first time. Ann’ s approach is realistic, reassuring and easy to follow whatever your circumstances.










FOREWORD


I have been on TikTok for just over a year at the time of writing, giving advice about cleaning. Throughout this time, people have frequently asked if I could put everything in a book so they could have it to hand when needed.


I hope that whether you are a fledgling who has only just flown the nest or a seasoned housekeeper, you will find something of use. I try to cover the basics to teach those who have very little understanding, as well as tackle some more complicated tasks. No matter how experienced you are, it’s always interesting to see how others do it. I learn new things every day!


The quick fixes featured at the beginning of every room are ones I have found invaluable when you have no time to clean properly and guests arriving in 30 minutes.


All mistakes are my own, and please remember I am not infallible! If your family goes about anything in a different way, and it works for you, then it is the method you should use. Cleaning is influenced by so much – climate, culture, money and personal taste. This is merely how I have found it easiest.


I also must acknowledge that I have been lucky. I was born into a first-world nation in the latter half of the 20th century, and as a result of my education and skin colour, I have been able to navigate the difficulties of life with the confidence of belonging. The only thing I have lacked is money. I try to be as inclusive as possible, but I am aware that I have blind spots. I try, but I am sure I fail sometimes, so in advance, I apologise and promise I will try to be better when I get it wrong.


I have been cleaning professionally for nearly twenty years, not a considered career choice, but one that was available and manageable with children. I have been incredibly lucky. Most of my original clients are still with me, or I with them, depending on your perspective. Many things I have learned on the job, I have had to refine how I do things, and I’ve made plenty of mistakes, although luckily very few were irretrievable.
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TO BEGIN


The most important thing I can say is that there is no moral value to being clean, the only thing we can say about someone who has a spotless house is that they have a spotless house. There is a balance and a point at which messy and a bit grubby tips into unhealthy squalor, but the shame around cleaning and mess prevents some people who desperately need and want help, from asking for it. Hoarding is a mental illness, not a moral failing.


There is a history behind the idea of cleanliness and godliness; the idea has been used to demonise the poor and different castes and ethnicities for centuries. I cannot see the value of delving into that here – suffice to say that it is an unpleasant association and one that is not of benefit to anyone.


Despite a relentless stream of social media posts about dismantling your loo to clean it, it is perfectly possible to have a pleasant and clean living space without a huge amount of work. Very few people have spotless houses, they are busy living their lives – a few germs won’t hurt you, in fact, it’s been suggested they may be beneficial. We need our homes to be clean enough, not sterile, so as long as your home feels comfortable and safe for you, then it is good enough. Do not allow yourself to be shamed or bullied by people because they prefer a different surrounding. That applies whichever end of the spectrum you sit at!


Remember, the cleaning industry is worth a lot of money and a vast fortune is spent trying to convince you to buy products that won’t make your life any better. The people who design these campaigns have huge budgets and they are very good at what they do – it’s why many of them earn such enormous salaries.


I was told many years ago that all advertising works the same, telling you that you are ugly, old, stupid and useless. Your house smells, you can’t cook, your dog is unhealthy and your children are unhappy, but if you buy product X at least one of those problems will be solved. The problem is, most people are very good indeed at taking on board the first bit, but terribly bad at remembering which product to buy. Skin cream won’t stop you ageing and the most expensive air freshener in the world won’t do anything except make your house smell of scent. It won’t make you happy, it might temporarily make you feel a little better, but in 20 minutes you will have become nose blind and be unable to smell it. Do what works for you, be that neat, tidy and dust-free, or having a path through the washing to the bed – both are valid, both are okay.


However, if you rent, it means you have a deposit. The structure does not belong to you and your landlord expects you to take care of it. Some landlords are excellent and are both prompt with repairs and fair and courteous in all their dealings. Sadly, many are truly awful people, who do the bare minimum they can and flout the law at every opportunity. No matter which kind you are renting from, knowing how to keep your living space clean and pleasant will help in getting that deposit back. I recommend that every interaction you have with either your landlord or their agent is done by email and those emails kept in a separate folder in case you need to prove anything agreed or requested.


Here, I will give a few hard and fast rules simply to keep you safe – the first one being to NEVER EVER mix bleach, acid or ammonia. In fact, be very cautious mixing stuff in general. Very often it’s perfectly safe, but if it’s not, you can make yourself very ill. People have died from mixing bleach with loo cleaner – because some loo cleaners contain either an acid or another oxidising agent, and in a confined space you can gas yourself. I’ve never personally exploded a loo, but I am told it has happened.
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The other reason is that you can turn two useful cleaning agents into nothing but fizz (the combo of vinegar and bicarbonate of soda is a prime example) – so try to work out what you are trying to achieve and how the stuff you are using will help you. Remember there are only so many chemicals available to manufacture cleaning products, so many are just variations on a theme.


Commercial stuff is sometimes stronger and very often lacks the scent or appeal of things made for domestic use, so try not to be swayed too much by colour and scent. By all means buy what pleases you, but some very effective products don’t smell very good at all. Equally, some beautifully scented stuff is actually useless at removing dirt.


Please, please, please do not use products for things they were not intended for – fabric conditioner should never be smeared on walls or skirting boards, it’s flammable for a start. It’s also worth checking about animals; birds, for example, are extremely sensitive to fragrances, and spray air fresheners can cause a great deal of harm. The idea that our home must be scented is one promoted to sell air freshener. A clean home should smell of very little; a bowl of dried lavender to trail a hand through in the hall can be delightful, subtle and free of harm. Free, too, if you have a lavender bush in your garden.










PRODUCTS
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If you are absolutely broke, you can do most jobs with a bag of soda crystals and an old T-shirt. The soda crystals will also clean your clothes, although they are not great for stains. It’s my number one product, as it has loads of uses, and while I do use laundry detergent, a spoonful of washing soda in the drum softens the water, meaning I only use the smallest dose of detergent. It’s great as a weekly drain treatment, too, just chuck a mugful into your sink and follow with a kettleful of boiling water. If you cannot find or do not have Sugar Soap (see page 22), it is excellent for washing surfaces and degreasing almost anything. Wear gloves when using it as all degreasers strip the coating from your hands and can leave them very sore.
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Dustpans, Brushes and Brooms


Having mentioned them, they deserve a word. You can often buy a cheap dustpan and brush for a pound or so; sometimes you will see that you have a choice of a soft bristled brush or a hard bristled one. A soft brush is what you want for sweeping dust and fine particles from a hard floor. Carpets and rugs need stiff bristles. If you see brushes with rubber bristles, then I advise you to grab them. They are excellent at removing hair and fur from carpets, but also manage fine bits in the hallway. They are easy to wash under the tap and cope fairly well with sweeping damp things, too.
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Deck Scrubs


I wasn’t sure where to put this, in brooms, or mops. So it got its own paragraph. A deck scrub is a small scrubbing brush fitted to a broom handle. Essential if you have textured floors or are scrubbing your patio. The head should be replaceable, so when it starts getting soft and worn, replace it with a new one and relegate the old one to dirty jobs that don’t need a handle.


Mops


I’m sure you are all familiar with the cotton mop head that squeezes out on a conical strainer arrangement over a bucket – you can get these for a few pounds almost anywhere. They are a cheap and versatile all-rounder, they don’t perform as well as some of the other mops, but unless you have a large area to mop, will do fine. Do not forget to wash the heads when they get dirty. The string does tangle in the machine, so I tie it into four or five ponytails to prevent that. Or buy the ones with flat, synthetic strands on them.


There are the mops that use a roller arrangement to squeeze water out. I’m not a fan of these at all as I don’t think they get the floor dry enough, and they don’t go under small gaps. But some people love them. Do not confuse these with the flat Kentucky mops used commercially – they are rollered dry by a roller on the bucket and can be bought in several weights. I use the heaviest possible head to mop the floor of a large public building I clean and it works perfectly.


There is a kind of wringer mop (I used to refer to them as Dutch Mops) and you wring the head by twisting it on the handle. However, the only ones I have seen recently do not have replacement heads and thus are intended to be thrown away when dirty. That seems a shocking waste of both money and resources, but if you do see them with replacement heads, buy them plus several heads, as they work very well indeed.


I prefer to use a spin mop – there is a proprietary brand that makes them triangular and they are excellent, but the heads are expensive. I buy the generic circular ones, as the heads are cheap and easy to buy. You use centrifugal force to spin the water out using the wringer attachment in the bucket, and you can get the mop head very dry indeed. They make mopping up a spill or leak really easy, and are good for damp-dusting a floor unsuitable for free water.


Try to avoid gimmicks, though. Mop heads should be changed when dirty and a good one should be washable in the machine with all your other cleaning cloths. If you do use the cotton ones, a metal fitting should mean they are compostable, so don’t put them in the bin until you’ve checked.


Washing Up Liquid


This is the detergent liquid used to wash dishes by hand, known as dish soap in America. It’s cheap and cheerful and available in a wide range of smells and colours. I’ve found the really budget ones aren’t very effective, so if you always wash up by hand you may find they are a false economy. I use an eco-version and buy a 5-litre container, then top up the small bottle by my sink when needed. If you have a spray bottle you can fill it with water, squirt a small amount of washing up liquid into it and use for kitchen spray. It has 101 uses, from floor cleaning to general purpose cleaning. Do NOT put it in a dishwasher or an automatic washing machine though – it produces far too much foam and you may end up with suds filling your kitchen or utility room. In soft water areas, it will do wonderfully for cleaning virtually everything, but it’s less effective in hard water areas.
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Spray Cleaners


These are really useful. Not because they contain a magic ingredient, but mostly because of the spray. You can cover a surface with a thin film of product and leave it to soften the dirt, then come back 5 minutes later and wipe away. I often just top up a spray bottle with water, a teaspoon of washing up liquid and (if I remember) a little white vinegar.


Anti-bacterial Sprays and Viricides


Since the advent of Covid, more and more cleaners are advertised as viricides. The most important things to remember about any of these is that they all have a contact time. If you read the small print, it will tell you how long the liquid must be left on a surface in order for it to actually achieve the results advertised. In some cases, this may be as long as 5 minutes. I find them useful to clean the exterior of loos and loo seats – drench the outside in one of these, leave while you clean the inside, then use loo roll to wipe the cleaner and dirt off, then drop into the pan and flush away. Always use loo roll for this as it disintegrates when in water and therefore flushes away without clogging your drain.



White Vinegar


I use this rather than spray polish. Most of my furniture is antique, so I prefer to use hard wax polish once a year and buff up with a spritz of white vinegar in between. Any alkali turns hard woods black, so this works more safely than water. The smell really doesn’t linger. Vinegar is mildly acidic so can help to keep limescale down, but in really hard water areas it doesn’t do a lot to actually remove it. It also acts as a mild anti-bacterial agent.


Window Cleaners


Mostly sold as a spray, although I think the old-fashioned pink type is still available. They are usually a mix of water, alcohol or vinegar and a mild detergent. They are formulated to evaporate quickly to avoid smears and are best used with a spotlessly clean microfibre cloth. I use them more on kitchen appliances than I do on glass. I usually use hot soapy water and a squeegee on glass, but as long as they are cheap, they are useful to have at hand.
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Oven Cleaners


Most oven cleaners are simply a caustic (highly alkaline) product that eats into the brown fatty staining. They come as sprays, foams, gels, and even a bag, which you use to bathe the shelves in. Depending on how strong they are, they are remarkably effective, but can give you a nasty burn, so do wear gloves. As an important side note – alkalis turn hard woods black. If you spill caustic oven cleaner on a hardwood floor, you will see it turns blue-black quite quickly. You can bring it back with an acid, but it always shows, so just be aware and put newspaper down on the floor if using an oven cleaner.


Some of the paste scourers are useful for oven cleaning and there are a few non-caustic sprays around. They claim to give great results, but I’m not quite sure they are referring to ovens as I have always found them pretty useless.


If your oven or grill is truly black, then I recommend using the ammonia method I explain in the section on kitchen cleaning (see page 57).
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Cloths


The variety of cloths to buy can be a little daunting, and the cost can be well over a fiver for a single Ecloth, and as little as 20p each for a cheap dishcloth. While I agree that for many things microfibre cloths are great, I worry about microplastics, and for some jobs the microfibre cloths are fairly poor performers – I prefer a cotton cloth in the kitchen, for example. I would buy a packet of cheap cotton cloths and possibly a glass cloth.


The yellow fluffy dusters that are everywhere are usually better after they have been washed a few times (and be aware that the yellow dye will turn anything washed with them a rather bilious yellow colour).


Cotton dishcloths – many are simply short lengths of cotton stockinette, others are a loosely woven cloth. Both are absorbent and washable, with the added bonus of being compostable when they finally die. Do read the label though, as some are not cotton but mixed fibres and do not compost completely.


You may see floor cloths as well – these are slightly larger, thicker and more robust cloths designed to clean floors and, to be honest, it’s far easier to use one of these to clean a small floor than bother with a mop and bucket. If you have got a floor steamer and use it, then it is cheaper to buy a floor cloth and fold it, than buy a replacement pad. Just check the head to the steamer is able to shunt the cloth around easily.


Disposable blue cloths come either on a roll or in packets of ten or more and are quite handy for light jobs – don’t forget you can wash them several times.


Wipes


Honestly? Just don’t. However, if you absolutely MUST burn money, then make absolutely certain you put them in the bin not down the loo, otherwise you will get a huge bill from a plumber (as they can clog up the drains).


Scourers


Brillo pads are too fine for oven cleaning to my thinking as they get clogged too swiftly. The soft stainless steel coil scourers are far more efficient, and as they don’t rust, they last much longer. If you do use a Brillo pad, cut it in half and use half at a time. Once used, they rust away within days so must be treated as disposable. They are quite useful to clean oven glass and cookware.


The sponge pads with a green or white scourer are great for washing up and light cleaning, but clog quickly with greasy stuff. They are effective in the bathroom (I write on them with a permanent marker in case I muddle them up), but once again, they are plastic so use them carefully.


There are various scratchy pads on the market, some quite expensive and some very cheap. Usually comprising a coarse knitted cover over a sponge, they are quite handy. Some people love them, but I always end up ruining them before they are truly worn out, and once again, they’re plastic. If you use them with chlorine bleach, the sponge will collapse, leaving them pretty useless.
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Scouring Powders and Pastes


There is a vogue at present for scouring pastes. They are tubs filled with a mix of detergent and fine pumice with a few branded extras. They are brilliant, they smell nice and they shine stainless steel to a gleam. Try using a tiny bit on your toaster – where it goes brown at the top of the slots. They are much gentler than the metal pads and I suggest you get one (choose whichever one suits your budget).


Cream cleaners are simply a more liquid version of the pastes. I must admit I quite like Cif as it has a drop of ammonia in and is great on white trainers. They are easier to rinse than the pastes, simply because they have much less pumice in them, but you may not need both.



Scouring Powders


I expect your grandmother used Vim or Ajax – again, these are both a dry powder version of the basic formula. The only one I use often is Bar Keepers Friend as it contains oxalic acid, which is fantastic at removing limescale, especially behind taps. It also brings stainless steel pans back to a shine.


When choosing between formulas, it is a very personal choice, so buy what you can afford or choose by smell as, to be honest, there isn’t a lot to choose between them.



Scrapers


I keep a Stanley scraper in the kitchen. Used properly, this is invaluable for removing things from flat surfaces, but do make sure you use this held truly flat, as the blade is sharp and quite capable of gouging chunks out of a vinyl floor if not used carefully. Put it down on the surface so it lies completely flat (the blade and the end of the handle will both be touching the surface) and push firmly down and forwards. This way the edge of the blade (the sharp bit) will run across the surface rather than down into it. Holding the handle angles the blade downwards allowing it to cut into things on the surface. Start gently and get the feel of what you are doing before you do too much.


Oxygen Bleach


Now, as some of you know, I’m a big fan of the oxygen bleaches – percarbonate, peroxides, etc. They are fantastic at stain removal and get rid of blood and organic stains easily; always try them first. I do always refer to them as specifically oxygen bleach. If I refer to bleach, I mean chlorine bleach.


The one most widely known is Vanish, which comes in expensive large tubs. Cheaper ones work as well BUT the doses they give are rarely strong enough to give outstanding results. I usually chuck a mugful into a bucket with really hot water, immerse the stuff I am whitening and leave it overnight. The next day I chuck the whole lot, including the solution, into the washing machine and do a long, hot wash. This gives excellent results, but remember, once you have got things white, never wash white with anything but white.


Chlorine Bleach


This has its uses, it gets rid of some stains on white material beautifully, but splash it on dyed fabric and the only answer is to re-dye it. NEVER mix it with anything except a little washing up liquid or another known neutral agent. It’s an excellent germ killer, but I rarely use it in loos as it doesn’t get rid of limescale (it just whitens it), and if you mix it with other loo cleaners, it can and HAS killed people. It’s easy to make a mistake. It’s great at cleaning Corian and quartz, but if you overuse it, surfaces just deteriorate. I reckon it’s a last-ditch effort, but it is cheap, freely available and many people swear by it.


You can mix a teaspoonful of chlorine bleach with water and put it into a spray bottle if anyone in the household has a tummy bug, as it is the recommended bactericide and viricide for things such as norovirus or C-diff (clostridium difficile), but after 24 hours, any germ-killing properties vanish. Spray it over the loo and handle, then simply leave to dry – but be aware that if it splashes on your clothes or your towels, it will take the colour out.
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Sugar Soap


This is a strong, non-foaming detergent for washing paintwork (a similar product known as TSP is sold in the USA). It is essential prior to redecorating and is excellent at removing years of grime and cigarette tar from walls. Make it up and use as directed, and make sure you WEAR GLOVES – wash walls and paintwork down, working from top to bottom in horizontal strips to avoid run marks.



Spray Polishes


I’m sure you are all familiar with the aerosol cans of furniture polish such as Pledge. I rarely use it on wood, but on plastics around the house, it gives excellent results. It’s an emulsion of water and some kind of waxy stuff, so is really good at dissolving marks on melamine and Formica surfaces; it’s also handy on UPVC window frames and the like. I have seen people use it on windows, and I use it on mirrors quite often, but if light hits the glass at an oblique angle, it can look smeary. Never use it on floors unless you want a bruised coccyx!


Many supermarkets do a budget version, and unless you are wedded to the smell of a particular brand, I think they work just as well. A small shout-out to the Method spray polish, which is glycerine-based and smells lovely and almondy. It’s neither better nor worse than the others, but the unusual formulation is worth mentioning; however, I don’t think it works on glass.



Solid Furniture Polishes


Some of you will remember when this was the normal stuff to use. It comes in a stout, flat tin with a lever-off lid and is a blend of various waxes and a solvent that you rub on the wood surface, leave to harden a bit and then buff to a high shine. Liberon and Antiquax (as well as several other companies I can’t recall at present) still make this. It can be a primary finish on wood, and after tens or hundreds of years of use, it hardens to a solid finish. It is used over French polish to give a modicum of protection and is my preferred polish for most woods.


It can be quite thick and really hard work, so I often make a very light version for monthly use. I simply grate a small block of beeswax into pure turpentine and leave it to turn into a soft paste. Beeswax on its own gives a rather sticky finish, so this allows me to clean with the turpentine while leaving behind the barest trace of wax. I like to give precious antique stuff a thorough going over once a year, both inside and out. It’s a good way to check for woodworm and other damage that requires attention, and the wax finish keeps drawers sliding smoothly. The smell is an added bonus. It certainly tells people you have polished furniture.
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