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Home Sweet Home





Granny sweeps the kitchen floor


Using a broom made from straw


And sprinkles damp tea leaves around


To pick up the dust on the ground.
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Memories are triggered by certain smells, sounds or situations and for me the smell of bread baking will always take me back to my summer holidays spent in North Devon with my grandparents. They lived in the small village of Shobrooke in a tiny thatched cottage without any of the modern luxuries we take for granted today. In fact they didn’t even have running water in the house. Granny used to take my hand early in the morning and take me to the back garden where she pumped water by hand into an old tin bucket for our morning wash and breakfast needs. The toilet, or ‘linny’ as grandad called it, was also in the back garden, so you always made sure you went before going to bed because there was no way as kids we would have been brave enough to venture out in the dark. Like many children, I was scared of creepy-crawlies, so every time I had to use the linny I made sure I kept my eyes closed, just in case there was a ‘tarantula’ lurking in the corner. My sister always said I was prone to exaggeration!


You might think the poem on the opposite page a little strange, but this is exactly what my ‘Tiny Gran’ used to do to help keep the dust down. She said it wasn’t healthy to breathe in a lot of dust and to stop it settling on all the shelves and furniture while she swept, she used damp tea leaves to help catch the dust before it flew into the air. I have also heard of people using damp sawdust which had exactly the same effect.


The only form of heating in the cottage was a wood stove in the front room and the old cast-iron oven which was actually built into the thick stone walls. It had two ovens with heavy doors and a hot plate on the top which was covered by two lids, much the same as the modern-day Agas. The handles on the lids were usually too hot to touch, so an old metal lever was left on a chair at the side of the stove just for this purpose. On top of the stove granny kept two old flat irons as the cottage did not have electricity, so washday was arduous. I remember granny clutching her back after a particularly long session with the washboard. Even on very hot days, granny would have to stand beside the oven to iron, as it was a constant cycle of heating, pressing, and reheating, all the time keeping the irons spotlessly clean so there was nothing to soil her beautiful white linens. To keep the baseplate of the irons free from any build-up of starch, granny always kept a cloth soaked in white vinegar and regularly wiped them after each round of ironing.


The oven kept the downstairs warm and there was always a pot of porridge bubbling on the top whenever we came down for breakfast and an old kettle that was constantly on the boil. Above the oven was a wooden clothes-drying rack which was hoisted up and down on pulleys using a waxed rope. This rack was used on days when it was too wet or cold to use the washing line in the garden, which was tied between two trees and held up by an old wooden clothes prop.


There was an old blackboard on the side of the scullery wall which had a list of PINK jobs and BLUE jobs, which meant nothing to me for my first few years. When eventually I was old enough to query the list, granny told me that ‘pink’ were jobs that she had to do and ‘blue’ were ones for grandad. I used to like watching grandad chop the wood for the fire and the oven, but he used to make me sit at a distance so that no bits of sawdust flew into my eyes. Another of his jobs was emptying the ashes out of the grate and then taking them out to the garden and scattering them under his rose bushes and on the vegetable patch to help enrich the soil. I can still see the old rug in front of the fire, full of little burn holes from hot embers that used to drop as grandad emptied the grate. He always got a ticking off from granny for not being careful enough.


Another of his jobs was to go to the farm down the bottom of the lane and collect the milk. He had a small metal milk churn with a handle, which was washed out each morning and then taken to collect the next day’s supply. On the weeks that granny made butter, grandad would have to make more than one trip and I remember him grumbling under his breath about having to climb back up the hill with a heavy churn. I always loved the days that granny churned the butter; as with most things, it was done by hand.


With no fridge to keep food fresh, our ancestors had to devise ways of stopping food from going off. The larder shelves were packed with jars of pickles and preserves, and there were also large meat hooks on the wall where meat was hung up after being preserved in salt. Grandad had also made his own smokery in the back garden, well away from the house because granny moaned about the smoke coming in through the back door. I remember the smell to this day and the fact that there was always smoked sausage, bacon, and ham for lunch – things that we just took for granted as kids.


Eggs were fresh straight from grandad’s allotment. I used to take great delight in searching for eggs that had been laid in the strangest places by those hens who didn’t like to lay in the straw-lined coop. One of their favourite places was underneath an old wheelbarrow that grandad kept propped up in the corner by the shed. Or between the blades of an antique rotovator that grandad kept for turning the soil at the start of the growing season. Eggs were kept in an earthenware crock in the scullery, and they were eaten so quickly they never had time to go off. My sister and I would always squeal with delight if we were the one lucky enough to get the double yolker for breakfast or tea.


Sunday lunch was always roast chicken and it was delicious. It never actually occurred to me where the chicken came from and I can remember being horrified when I caught granny holding a chicken upside down by its legs with her other arm raised, ready to decapitate it. I screamed and ran back into the house and vowed I would never eat chicken again. This didn’t last very long – I think a week at the most – because as soon as I got the smell of it roasting, my taste buds got the better of me.


There were no local shops, just a post office that sold newspapers and a few penny sweets. Shopping trips were rare, but when granny ran out of flour or sugar we used to don our Sunday best and get on the bus to Crediton. Grandad didn’t own a car, just an old motorbike with a rickety old sidecar which we used to love to ride in as kids. There was a hole in the canvas roof which granny had stuffed an old terry towelling nappy in to stop the rain from making the seats wet. Granny used to love riding pillion in her youth, but as the years advanced and her joints ached from too much hard work (or so she said) she told us she would rather have the luxury of the bus. Crediton wasn’t big by any means, but it did have a J. Sainsbury’s store – nothing like those we know today though. It was just one long room with a counter running down either side. You didn’t help yourself; this was much more of a social occasion, making small talk with the man behind the counter. Everything came wrapped in brown paper or paper bags – not a piece of plastic in sight. Money was in short supply and granny’s shopping list was not very long. There was no browsing the shelves and filling your baskets with luxury items that took your fancy.


Vegetables were grown at home and she had the knack of making food go a long way. Nothing was ever wasted – if the sausages weren’t finished at breakfast they would be dished up in toad-in-the-hole for dinner. Any meat left over was used in a shepherd’s pie or homemade rissoles and you never sat down to afternoon tea without a cake taking pride of place at the centre of the table. Fish was a real treat and was obtained from the fish van that used to come once a fortnight on a Friday. Granny would send me down the lane to wait outside the post office with my 1s 3d to buy some fresh mackerel.


Times might have been hard for my grandparents, but they were happy. Granny had a cure for everything and because as kids we spent so much time outdoors I don’t ever remember taking to my bed while I was staying in Devon. Cholesterol levels and blocked arteries were never considered as we tucked into our syrup pudding or scones piled high with strawberry jam and granny’s clotted cream. Maybe it was because we played hard, slept well, and were well away from the stresses and bustle of city life that we kept healthy, who knows, but granny certainly seemed to have the answer. The modern generation could take a leaf out of granny’s book and learn to take life a little more slowly and enjoy what we do have instead of always wanting more. I remember some of my first Christmases and sitting waiting patiently in front of the tree to open my presents. Two or three at the most, but they were so special, and many of which I have kept for my own children and grandchildren. One in particular was a little wooden tractor that my grandad had made in his old shed and grandma had lovingly made little bales of hay to go in the trailer on the back. The bales didn’t survive, but the tractor is still going strong to this day.





Chapter One



[image: image]


Granny’s
Cleaning Clues





Clean as a Whisker




Granny’s day it never ends


A pie to cook, a sock to mend


Wash the clothes, sweep the floor


Push the geese out of the door


Granny’s life was a bit of a trial


And yet she always had time to smile.





I don’t remember granny ever taking a rest, well not during the day. She was on the go from dawn to dusk, but she always had time to listen and time to teach. She used to pull an old wooden chair up to the kitchen table, tell me to stand on it and then put her apron round my middle and tie it round several times. She showed me how to bake many things, but I especially enjoyed being allowed to put the raisin buttons down the middle of the gingerbread men. She showed me how to get a shine on glass and a sheen on wood and never once did she put on a pair of rubber gloves to protect her skin.


Granny did not use proprietary cleaners laden with bleach and other products that claimed to work miracles. Her cleaners were everyday products like vinegar, bicarbonate of soda, and lemons, and a lot of elbow grease. Today, with the worry of global warming and polluting the earth on which we live, people are becoming more conscientious about tipping toxic chemicals down their sinks. With the help of this book you will be able to learn how to clean your whole house and leave it sparkling and sanitized at the same time, without the use of any harsh products. In this chapter I am going to give you loads of useful hints on how to get the best effect for the least effort. Don’t be put off; it worked for granny and it will most definitely work for you. It won’t cost you a fortune and you can be sure you will already have the ingredients you need for a cleaner, greener home.


You will find the mention of a product called borax crops up time and time again and it is something your mother or grandmother would probably have kept permanently in the laundry room. It is made from a natural mineral, sodium borate, which was discovered over four thousand years ago. It is non-toxic, safe to use, and was originally used to soften water and make white clothes brighter. It has many uses, as it has both disinfecting and deodorizing properties and is also great for preserving cut flowers.


Hints on Keeping Your Home Green and Clean


[image: image]  During the summer your house is constantly being aired by either a window or a back door being left open for most of the day. In the winter, however, we tend to shut our houses up and with the added insulation of double glazing, very little fresh air enters our rooms. Fresh air is essential for keeping upholstery, carpets, beds, and curtains smelling fresh, so even on those very cold days allow a quick blast of air into the room while you are doing the cleaning. If you are like me, you will probably be too hot anyway and be glad of the cool air.


[image: image]  Try to cut down on the amount of dust in your house by removing any clutter like old newspapers and magazines, or a pile of toys that haven’t been played with for a long time. I work by the rule that if I haven’t used anything within the last year then it is time to get rid of it. Anything that is worth recycling, like old clothes, toys, shoes, appliances, etc, should either be taken to a charity shop or given to a recycling centre. Don’t just dump them in the dustbin as they will only add to the growing problems at our landfill sites. Your unwanted goods may be just what someone else is looking for. If you don’t mind getting up early you could always take a load to a boot sale and earn yourself a few pounds at the same time. Unwanted furniture can also be donated to organizations like the Salvation Army who pass it on to families who are in need of some decent pieces.


[image: image]  Make sure everyone takes their shoes off before tramping through the house, as this will cut down a lot on your dust and dirt.


[image: image]  Most households today use sponges for cleaning or washing up that are made out of polyester or plastic. These are not biodegradable and add to the problem at our landfill sites. Instead, try to buy cellulose sponges which are available at natural food stores. These are biodegradable, environmentally friendly and are made using wood pulp and cotton from sustained resources. They actually soak up spills a lot faster as they are more absorbent and are perfect for removing make-up and for use with cosmetics, too.


[image: image]  We spend a lot of our time in the bedroom so it is important to keep it as dust-free and clean as possible. Start by turning your mattress every couple of months (a job for two people) and then giving it a good vacuum in between. Vacuum the carpet regularly, keep surfaces clean and try to keep your pets out of this room as they can quickly add to a build-up of dirt and hairs.


[image: image]  Use only environmentally friendly products for cleaning, as many of the proprietary toilet cleaners, drain cleaners, and oven cleaners in particular are extremely toxic. Avoid any products that contain ammonia, chlorine, or petroleum-based chemicals, as these can lead to respiratory irritation, skin rashes, headaches, and other complaints.


[image: image]  When you clean your house leave the vacuuming until last, as this will give the dust time to settle before the final clean.


A-Z of Cleaning


[image: image]  ABRASIVE CLEANER
Bicarbonate of soda and salt are both mild abrasives that can easily take the place of commercial scrubbing powders. Salt is slightly more abrasive but it is still gentle enough for most surfaces.


[image: image]  AIR FRESHENER
In a spray bottle mix some water and a few drops of your favourite essential oil and use when you need to get rid of a nasty niff. You can change the scent whenever you fancy and it is safe to use on everything.


Leave a few small bowls containing some bicarbonate of soda mixed with some vinegar or lemon juice around the house; these will quickly absorb any nasty odours.


[image: image]  ALL-PURPOSE CLEANER
Instead of buying proprietary brands of cleaners for the bathroom and kitchen, why not make one all-purpose one which you can use on anything. Mix about three tablespoons of washing soda in 1 litre of warm water. Wash off with clean water.


Alternatively, for a no-rinse cleaner, mix equal parts of white vinegar and water and keep it in a handy plastic spray bottle.


[image: image]  BABY WIPES
If you have a young baby in the house then you are certain to have a few packets of these lying around, but did you know they are great at cleaning stainless steel appliances in the kitchen? Or, if you prefer, wipe the appliance over with a piece of kitchen towel and a few drops of baby oil. Both ways will produce a lovely shine.


Baby wipes are also good for cleaning leather furniture and radiators, especially those hard-to-reach vents on the top, spills on the floor and worktops. Make sure you buy the ones that do not have any alcohol in them, though.


[image: image]  BATHTUB RINGS
To get rid of the ring of scum around the bathtub, rub it with some neat lemon juice and then wipe off with a sponge.


[image: image]  BLOODSTAINS
If you have got bloodstains on clothing from, say, a cut finger or a nosebleed, remove the garment and soak in some salty water straight away. Wring out and wash as normal.


[image: image]  BUFF UP THOSE BOOTS
Winter can take a toll on your boots and shoes, especially if you are like me and love to walk, even when there is snow on the ground. To remove the salty residue without damaging your vinyl or leather shoes, wash them with warm water and vinegar mixed in equal parts.


Afterwards polish with some olive oil and a few drops of lemon juice, using a clean sponge or rag. Leave for a few minutes; wipe and then buff up using a clean, dry rag or brush.


[image: image]  BURNED-ON FOOD
If you have left that burned-on food just a little too long without soaking, don’t fear. Dampen the spots with a little water and then sprinkle liberally with some bicarbonate of soda. Leave to soak overnight and then use a non-scratch scourer to remove the rest. This works well on pieces of food that have burned on to the floor of the oven, too.


[image: image]  CARPETS
Kids and pets can take a toll on your carpets and sometimes you need to freshen them up, especially in winter when you can’t open all the windows. To give them a good clean, mix 125 ml (4 fl oz) of mild washing-up liquid in 500 ml (17 fl oz) of boiling water. Allow it to cool and mix well. Work a small area at a time using a damp sponge or cloth, rubbing gently in a circular motion. Rinse using a clean cloth and a solution of 500 ml (17 fl oz) of white vinegar and 1 litre (1¾ pints) of water. Wipe dry using another clean cloth.


For a heavy duty carpet cleaner, mix four tablespoons each of salt, borax, and vinegar into a paste. Rub the paste into the carpet and shut the room off for a few hours. When the paste is dry simply vacuum off.


To deodorize your carpets, sprinkle some bicarbonate of soda liberally on a dry carpet or rug and leave for around 15 minutes. Vacuum thoroughly and your carpets will take on a much fresher appearance and smell.


If you spill red wine on your carpet, soak as much of it up as you can with paper towels and then quickly pour white vinegar directly on the stain. Leave it to soak for a few minutes, then rinse it out with a clean cloth and water.


For fresh grease spots on carpets, sprinkle some cornflour on the mark and wait 15 to 30 minutes before vacuuming off.


[image: image]  CHOPPING BOARDS
Simply rub a slice of lemon across the chopping board to disinfect the surface and get rid of any strong odours such as fish or onions.


[image: image]  COOKING APPLIANCES
Coffee maker – fill the reservoir with a cup of white vinegar and top up with hot water. Run the coffee maker as if you were making a cup of coffee – obviously without any coffee beans – and once the cycle has finished, run it through twice more with just plain water. This will rinse out the vinegar and any residue that has built up inside.


Microwaves – microwaves are difficult to clean because you don’t want to leave any smell behind that might penetrate the food. Put a plastic bowl three-quarters full with water in the microwave (make sure it is suitable for a microwave) with a few teaspoons of bicarbonate of soda and run on high for two minutes. Remove the bowl and wipe it clean with paper towel or a clean cloth. There will be no need to rub vigorously as every spot will come off with ease.


Ovens – how often have you used a harsh oven cleaner which has left you with burning eyes and a nasty feeling in the back of the throat from breathing in the toxic fumes. Make a paste out of equal parts of bicarbonate of soda and water and spread over all surfaces. Leave overnight and then just wipe it all clean with a damp cloth. Easy, and no caustic chemicals to damage your health.


Refrigerators – you wouldn’t want to use anything perfumed or toxic in a place where you store food, so use the same paste as you did for cleaning the oven and use it as an abrasive to get rid of any stubborn marks. Wipe down with a clean cloth and water and your fridge will smell as fresh and clean as the day you bought it.


[image: image]  CLEANING METAL
Aluminium – here’s a handy tip if you have any old aluminium utensils that need a bit of a pick-me-up. Place two sticks of sliced rhubarb in 250 ml (8 fl oz) of water (or enough to submerge the items) in a large pan and simmer them for 30 minutes. Rinse the utensils in cool water and dry.


For larger items mix 500 ml (17 fl oz) of boiled water with 250 ml (8 fl oz) of white vinegar and 1 teaspoon of citrus oil. Leave the items to soak for at least an hour before rinsing them off and drying thoroughly.




WORD OF WARNING


Although aluminium does not rust or tarnish, it is highly reactive, and for that reason never use home-made cleaners such as bicarbonate of soda or washing soda.





Brass and copper – combine a few tablespoons of lemon juice with one tablespoon of bicarbonate of soda. Rub it over the metal and then polish off – hey presto, a beautiful shine.


If you haven’t cleaned your brass or copper for a long time and it is heavily tarnished, you can soak it in hot vinegar and salt. Once you see the shine starting to show through, rinse it off in clean water and give it a final polish.


If you have stainless steel saucepans with copper bottoms and there is some burned-on residue, you can make a paste out of equal amounts of salt, flour, and vinegar, and gently rub on. Remember, never use steel wool or an abrasive cleaner on copper.


Chrome – you will probably find you have some chrome in most rooms in the house: in the kitchen, in appliances such as toasters, ovens, refrigerators, pedal bins, and taps and in the bathroom, taps on the sink and bath. Again, never use any abrasive cleaner on chrome as it can scratch or pit the surface which will never look shiny again. To clean chrome safely, apply either white vinegar or soda water with a soft cloth. Dry to a beautiful shine with a clean cloth.


If you want to remove burned-on grease from chrome, simply clean it with a few drops of undiluted eucalyptus oil and wipe dry with a clean cloth. Eucalyptus, although a natural substance, can be quite strong so wear rubber gloves when using it.


Pewter – wash pewter items in warm soapy water (remember though, only biodegradable soap) and then rinse with clean water. Polish with a clean, dry cloth.


Silver – Put some water in a saucepan and add a few teaspoons of washing soda. Bring the water to a gentle simmer, add a small piece of kitchen foil and then dip your silver into the liquid. Pull it out, dry it off, and then bring it to a shine with a clean, dry cloth.


Alternatively, you can make a paste with bicarbonate of soda and water and spread over the object. Use a toothbrush to get in any small crevices, then rinse and clean with a soft, dry cloth.


[image: image]  CLEANING FLOORS
Before you polish your wooden floors you want to make sure they are really clean and you can do this by washing them with a mixture of warm water and white vinegar. A few drops in a bucket of water will be enough.


For sealed floors – use one part white vinegar to one part vegetable oil. Get a clean rag, soak it in the oil and then polish just the way you would a car. The end result is amazing.


For natural, unsealed floors – use pure linseed oil and work it in with a clean rag. Allow it to soak in for a little while and then repeat if necessary.


For vinyl and linoleum – Mix one cup of white vinegar with a few drops of baby oil to a gallon of warm water. For really tough cleaning jobs, add a little borax to the mixture.


[image: image]  COFFEE AND TEA STAINS
If your cups are badly stained from tea and coffee, wipe the inside with white vinegar soaked into a sponge. For really difficult stains you can leave them to soak in vinegar for ten minutes.


To clean a teapot or coffee maker, add two cups of boiling water and two tablespoons of vinegar. Leave it to cool, wipe with a clean cloth, and rinse thoroughly with clean water.


[image: image]  CRYSTAL DECANTER
If you have a crystal decanter that is a prized family heirloom, the easiest way to clean it is to fill it with fine chopped pieces of raw potato, add water and give it a good shake. Rinse well and it will be ready to take pride of place in the drinks cabinet.


[image: image]  DISHWASHER
Rather than buying those overpriced dishwasher tablets, why not use equal parts of borax and washing soda. If your water is really hard then use extra washing soda to get your dishes sparkling.


To sanitize your dishwasher and remove any unwanted mineral deposits and smells, place lemon juice in the soap dispenser when the machine is empty of dishes and run it through your normal wash cycle.


[image: image]  DISINFECTANT
For a natural disinfectant mix one teaspoon of tea tree oil to 1 litre of water to wash away germs.


[image: image]  DUSTER
Dusters will last much longer and work more efficiently if you soak new ones in a solution of one part water to one part glycerine. Allow them to dry thoroughly before using them for the first time.


[image: image]  FIREPLACE
If, like me, you burn wood in your fireplace you will know how quickly soot and smoke smudges gather around the exterior areas. Make a paste out of cream of tartar and water and rub it into the stains. Leave it until it is dry and then scrub with clean water.


You can stop a build-up of soot in the chimney and fireplace by occasionally throwing a handful of salt into the fire. It will help to loosen the soot a little and give you a little more time before calling out the chimney sweep.


[image: image]  FREEZER
If you have to put your freezer into storage for a while or it is not going to be used for a few weeks, then defrost it and wipe it out using a mixture of bicarbonate of soda and warm water to help keep it smelling fresh. Remember that you must keep the door propped open to allow air to circulate.


[image: image]  FRIDGE FRESHENER
A quick and easy way to freshen your fridge is to soak a small piece of cottonwool or sponge in lemon juice and leave it on a shelf of the refrigerator overnight.
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