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Ever since I first began landscaping organically in 1980, friends have been asking me for advice about how to solve problems around the home and garden without using chemicals or breaking too much of a sweat; in 1995, after I first self-publishedSlug Bread & Beheaded Thistles: Amusing and Useful Techniques for Nontoxic Housekeeping and Gardening , total strangers began contacting me as well. When asked for housekeeping tips, I always made it clear that I was primarily an organic gardener and that the sole focus of my housekeeping was to keep my family healthy and happy. Period. But a couple of years ago, my focus broadened a bit: A few of my friends were unable to maintain control of their homes and the disorder was making them suffer. I spent many long, chatty days helping them clear out and reclaim their living and storage spaces. The profoundly life-changing effects of these cleaning and organizing sessions made me realize that I wanted to write a book about nontoxic housekeeping.


For several months, my big party joke went something like this: “Guess what the subject of my next book is?” Everyone guessed that I was writing another gardening book. After a well-calculated pause, I would deliver the punch line: “It’s about organic housekeeping!” Incredulous and hysterical laughter generally erupted. The joke worked so well because I am one of the least domestic people I know. I prefer to spend as little time as possible doing housework: I would rather dig a ditch than iron a shirt. But on the other hand, my family is extremely healthy; I am quite knowledgeable about managing living systems, controlling pest organisms, and preventing disease; no one has ever gotten sick from my cooking or cleaning; and although both my husband and I had allergies when we were children, our offspring have no allergies at all. After they stopped laughing, most people told me they wanted a copy of the book as soon as it was published. My friends know that if there is an easy, low-maintenance, nontoxic way to accomplish a task, I will find it.


I have been an organic landscaper, gardener, and worm farmer for most of my adult life. One of my great pleasures is to design and set up a miniature ecosystem, tend and tweak it, and watch it balance itself out. During the years I have repeated this process in dozens of gardens, ranging in size from the tiny to the massive, and with hundreds of worm-composting systems for food waste, ranging in size from under-the-sink to large industrial. My goal with each of these projects has been to design a low-maintenance ecosystem that is as self-sufficient as possible.


Both a low-maintenance organic garden and a worm composting system depend upon beneficial bacteria, fungi, and other microorganisms to break down organic waste materials, synthesize vital nutrients, and fend off harmful microorganisms. In this way they resemble all other living systems on our planet, whether that system is a prairie, a blue whale, or a human being. Without bacteria, the surface of much of our planet would rapidly be buried under piles of unrotted wood, leaves, and dead animals. But we would not be here to suffer the consequences because, without our intestinal microbes, we would long since have starved to death.


Unfortunately, many modern cleaning products contain antimicrobial agents. Like all other pesticides, antimicrobials have a tendency to kill off beneficial organisms while allowing harmful ones to proliferate. As they say: “Only the good die young.” Our homes are our habitats, and our health depends upon a large population of helper microbes in and on our bodies as well as in our houses.


My housekeeping philosophy and my gardening philosophy are essentially the same: Evaluate the situation; work with what you have; don’t make extra work for yourself; and as much as possible, avoid the use of toxic chemicals. In general, I’ve found that my attitude mirrors that of people who are the most knowledgeable about the effects of chemicals; all of the chemists, hazardous materials workers, emergency workers, and biological researchers whom I’ve interviewed avoid using synthetic chemicals in their own homes.


 


If we are to thrive physically, our air, water, and food must be clean. If we are to thrive emotionally, our shelter should be a home filled with love. With the exception of clothing, our basic needs are exactly the same as those of other mammals.


Many of us who live in the developed world have gone well beyond satisfying our basic physical and emotional needs. In fact, we have gone so far that some of those basic needs are no longer being met. We seem to have forgotten what our ancestors knew quite well: The only real reason to do any cleaning at all is in order to maintain our health. If that cleaning happens to make our homes and our clothing look prettier, so much the better. But if we clean just for appearances, rather than for health, we may end up rubbing our burning eyes, scratching our rough, reddened skin, and suffering asthma attacks while wearing soft, fragrant, toxic clothing in gleaming homes that make us dizzy with the aerosolized essence of mountain meadows. Then we can look out the windows and watch the robins fainting on our perfect lawns.


 


One spring Emily Dickinson wrote this down: “House is being cleaned. I prefer pestilence.”


Before the twentieth century, housework was a grueling, full-time job that only the wealthiest householders were able to avoid. Carrying water, tending fires, making clothing, and cooking left very little time for other activities. Wood and coal fires and oil lamps produced soot that built up on walls, furniture, and carpeting each winter, making exhaustive spring cleaning a necessity.


Twentieth-century “labor saving” devices promised to change women’s lives beyond recognition. A shirt that used to take months to sew by hand could be machine sewn in a matter of hours; central heating and gas and electric stoves rendered wood piles obsolete; and automatic washing machines and dryers liberated housekeepers from days of heavy labor every week.


Our predecessors knew that the reasons for doing household chores were to keep their families healthily fed, clothed, and sheltered and to protect the house and its contents from damage caused by pests and the elements. They would be shocked at the extra work we are making for ourselves. If a woman living in 1904 was transported one hundred years into the future and was given a washing machine and dryer, a vacuum cleaner, a sewing machine, a dishwasher, running water, indoor plumbing, electric lights, and a gas or electric stove, would she spend all that saved time fretting over bacteria in her drain or garbage pail, or worrying about whether dust mites inhabited her pillow?


In 1900, a newborn American’s life expectancy was 47 years, but by 2000, it had increased to 74.8 years. This increase is due to the construction of municipal water and sanitation systems and to the development of vaccines. We are no longer dying in droves from diseases caused by poor sanitation; now we are suffering from chronic conditions such as heart disease and diabetes, caused by our affluent and indolent lifestyle, and allergic diseases such as asthma and eczema, which many researchers believe are induced by too much cleanliness. Many of us seem to be suffering from alienation and depression as well.


Our great-grandmothers’ homes were obviously clean enough, or we wouldn’t exist. The extra sanitation promised by in-the-tank toilet cleaners, antimicrobial dish liquids, disinfecting sprays, and air fresheners is not making us happier or healthier. There is not a synthetic cleaning product on the market that can improve our health, though there are plenty that can ruin it.


One thing that our foremothers knew only too well is that housework is tedious, repetitious, and boring. Suggesting that housework is fulfilling or satisfying or that you can get exercise by doing deep knee bends while cleaning is disingenuous. The only rational response is to do housework efficiently and as little as possible, then go out and do something you enjoy.


In 2002, researchers at the University of Glasgow officially discovered that doing domestic chores lowers people’s spirits; all other known forms of exercise elevate them. Professor Nanette Mutrie, who is on the Scottish Executive’s national physical task force, said, “With vigorous exercise, the effect is clear; the more you do, the better it is for wellbeing…. With housework it is the opposite—the more you do, the more depression you report.”


 


We cannot afford to assume that industry has our health and best interests at heart. Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signatory to the Declaration of Independence and America’s first surgeon general, wrote, “There is a place in Scotland where madness is sometimes induced by the fumes of lead. Patients who are affected with it bite their hands, and tear the flesh upon other parts of their bodies …” Yet lead was added to gasoline to improve engine performance until 1976, when it was banned by the federal government. Lead was also a common ingredient in house paints until the government banned it in 1977. Inner-city children are still suffering from the effects of exposure to lead-based paints and lead contaminated soils.


If industry can ignore lead’s well-known toxicity, how much more easily can it ignore the as-yet-unknown dangers of newly invented synthetics? More than seventy-five thousand different synthetic chemicals have been formulated in the United States and have been released on to the market and into the environment. An additional two thousand to three thousand new chemicals are introduced each year. Not even the most brilliant and dedicated chemist could possibly keep track of all of them. How can a lay person hope to be well informed enough to make intelligent choices about which products to buy and which to avoid?


I was underwhelmed when I read a December 21, 2000, news release from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which began as follows: “As part of EPA’s commitment to increase chemical information, two notices have been issued directed at voluntary expansion of health and safety testing of chemicals.” The release announced the establishment of the Voluntary Children’s Chemical Evaluation Program. It continued, “The program identifies 23 chemicals on which manufacturers will be asked to voluntarily generate key testing information. These 23 chemicals were selected because monitoring studies found them present in human tissue samples.”


The news release included the announcement of the High Production Volume Challenge program, “… which called on the U.S. chemical industry to voluntarily commit to providing the public with basic health and safety data on the 2,800 chemicals produced in highest volume.”


Those twenty-three questionable chemicals are already lodged in my body, but I don’t remember volunteering to be a chemical guinea pig. One can only wonder why our government is politely asking the manufacturers to volunteer to test their own products for safety.


 


The 1998 Chemical Hazard Data Availability Study, which is posted on the Environmental Protection Agency’s website, stated, “Most Americans would assume that basic toxicity testing is available and that all chemicals in commerce today are safe. A recent EPA study has found that this is not a prudent assumption.” This is an interesting statement, especially coming as it does from a governmental agency whose official mission is “… to protect human health and the environment.”


The EPA looked at a set of 491 chemicals found in commonly used consumer products and found that only 25 percent of them had been tested for toxicity. According to this report, it would cost $427 million to test the toxicity of all of the most commonly used chemicals, a figure equal to “0.2% of the total annual sales of the top 100 U.S. chemical companies.” Why hasn’t the U.S. government required that this testing be done? Perhaps our ignorance is the chemical companies’ bli$$.


In the United States, chemicals—like criminal defendants—are assumed innocent until proven guilty. Only chemicals that have been proven dangerous beyond a reasonable doubt are removed from the market.


The Stockholm Treaty on dangerous persistent organic pollutants (POPs), which was signed by 151 nations including the United States, became legally binding on May 17, 2004. The treaty bans the so-called Dirty Dozen of the most dangerous synthetic chemicals. They are aldrin, chlordane, DDT, dieldrin, endrin, heptachlor, mirex, toxaphene, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), hexachlorobenzene, dioxins, and furans.


Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), said, “For decades these highly toxic chemicals have killed and injured people and wildlife by inducing cancer and damaging the nervous, reproductive and immune systems. They have also caused uncounted birth defects.”


If it took decades to remove these horrifyingly dangerous chemicals from the market, how long might it take to ban a chemical that was merely dangerous? The surest way to protect yourself and your family from the dangers of toxic synthetic chemicals is to choose products made of safe, natural, and preferably food-grade ingredients.


 


Modern dwellings may contain many synthetic products that can be hazardous to the health. These products can be divided into two categories: those that are built into the house and its furnishings, which can be expensive and time consuming to replace, and consumer products that are used up and replaced on a regular basis, such as toiletries, cleaning supplies, clothing, and bedding. It is relatively easy and inexpensive to switch to nontoxic versions of these consumable products, and the health benefits can be enormous.


Most of this book deals with these easily replaceable, nondurable goods. But it is important to understand the more permanent toxins that lurk in our homes so that we can make informed decisions when we need to replace our more durable belongings.


A quick overview of the average American home may reveal the following toxins:


 




Living room:Volatile organic compounds (VOCs), which can outgas for five years from new furniture, carpets, carpet pads, upholstery, curtains and paneling; fabric and carpet waterproofing and stain proofing treatments (fluoropolymers); furniture polish; and antique mercury barometer.


 


Kitchen:Formaldehyde outgassing from particleboard in new cabinets and countertops, toxic gases produced by overheated nonstick cookware, mold and mildew growing under the sink, carbon monoxide emitted from a stove that isn’t functioning properly, polycarbonate milk and juice bottles in the refrigerator, plastic-lined tin cans, vinyl flooring, chlorine-bleach scouring powder, antimicrobial dish liquid, chlorine-based dishwasher detergent, spray disinfectant, one-serving microwaveable plastic foam bowls, plastic food wrap, all-purpose cleaner, bleach, drain cleaner, floor wax, oven cleaner, metal polish, lead-glazed dishes, lead crystal decanters, and pewter drinking mugs.


 


Utility closet:Carpet cleaner, room deodorizer, and mothballs.


 


Bathroom:Chlorine-based cleansers, toilet bowl cleaners and disinfectants, drain cleaner, room deodorants, antimicrobial soap, body and hair care products, antiperspirants, lotions, cosmetics and perfumes that contain endocrine-disrupting chemicals, mold and mildew, PVC plumbing pipes, and mercury thermometer.


 


Bedroom:Freshly dry-cleaned clothing emitting perchloroethylene fumes in the closet, mattress outgassing formaldehyde, stain repellent, flame retardant, dust-mite insecticide, wrinkle-resistant sheets, and curtains and clothing emitting formaldehyde fumes.


 


Basement, garage, workshop:Gasoline, solvents, paints, paint thinner, lubricants, antifreeze, caulk, glue, lacquer, pesticides, herbicides, degreasers, spray paint, water sealant, rubber cement, turpentine, mineral spirits, lighter fluid, and mold.


 


Laundry room:Spot removers, chlorine bleach, perfumed fabric softeners and detergents, spray starch.


 


Older homes:Lead-based paint.






 


Obviously, it’s easy to end up with an impressive collection of toxins unless you’re selective and creative in your approach to housekeeping. Though the advertisers would like us to believe otherwise, most cleaning products are completely unnecessary and easily replaced with common ingredients that may already be in your pantry or cupboard. Throughout this book, you’ll find information on recommended equipment and supplies as well as many nontoxic, timesaving cleaning techniques. In addition, at the end there’s a complete bibliography and list of sources and websites that contain information on topics ranging from fire safety and hazardous materials to insulating paint and self-cleaning windows.


 


They say that if you haven’t got your health, you haven’t got anything, but I would like to add that once you have your health, having a little space, time, and money is nice as well. Environmentally sound housekeeping minimizes the household’s negative impact on the environment. This approach generally leads to fewer things in a house, and thus more open space; having fewer possessions means you’re spending less time taking care of them; and buying fewer things saves money. What could be better than being healthy and having more time, money, and space to enjoy?


A home can be developed into a balanced ecosystem, just as a garden can. The biggest difference between interior and exterior ecosystems is that the outdoor ones are largely self-cleaning, while interior ecosystems are not. Because many natural processes are excluded from the indoor habitat, humans have had to perfect activities such as taking out the garbage to do the work of decomposers, and washing the dishes and dusting to replace the cleaning properties of the excluded wind, rain, and snow.


In the pages ahead you’ll find all of the information you need to create your own healthy, balanced ecosystem with a minimum of fuss. Knowledge is power. Read on.






CHAPTER I


First Things First
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Moderation in All Things



Keeping everything perfect in your home is generally impossible unless you live alone. Being extremely organized may be a simple form of authoritarianism. It was said of Mussolini that “He made the trains run on time.”


If you are tyrannizing your loved ones in order to keep your house “just-so,” try to relax! Try really hard! Most people will find you much more attractive if you smell like freshly baked cookies rather than Lysol.


Before my friend Sarah-the-Neatnik mellowed, she would say to her son: “Just give Mommy two hours with a clean house! No, you can’t use the bathroom.”


Because she loves her family, Sarah has learned to ask herself weighty existential questions such as, “Is it important that I put away the laundry right now, or should I read to Maggie?” By the time you get around to asking the question, you already know the answer.





Organizing



You cannot clean a surface that you can’t reach. Tidying and cleaning go together like horse and cart: The horse must precede the cart and the tidying must precede the cleaning. Most people are more than capable of applying a suitable cleaner and a reasonable amount of force to a dirty object, thus transforming it into a clean one. Even very young children can do this quite effectively. (So can our dogs, who quite efficiently clean spilled food off our kitchen floor.) Unfortunately, tidying up can stymie even the most well-intentioned cleaner. The key is organization.


A friend who worked in hotel housekeeping for a few years told me about the cleaning routine: Each suite contained a bed (and sometimes a hide-a-bed and a roll-away cot), bedside tables, a dresser, a closet, a bathroom, a kitchenette with a table, a dinette, and a living room with a couch. Every single surface in the suite had to be cleaned every day. By the time the maid left, she had scrubbed the entire bathroom and replaced the towels; sprayed, wiped, and dried the shower curtains; washed the bathroom fixtures, and dried them to prevent water spots. She had changed all the bed linens; emptied and cleaned out the refrigerator and microwave; vacuumed the floors and dusted all the surfaces, including the lampshades. She accomplished all of this in about thirty minutes per suite.


Cleaning at this breakneck speed is only possible because uninhabited hotel rooms are completely devoid of clutter. I find a touch of clutter comforting and homey, but one needs to find a happy medium between a light dollop of the happy clutter that makes a house a home, and the deep sedimentary layers that settle heavily on the soul.



A Place for Everything



“A place for everything and everything in its place” can seem hopelessly out of reach when one is in the throes of disorganization. Mopping a completely bare floor can be accomplished in about five minutes, but if you have to shift dozens of homeless objects back and forth as you mop, the job may take hours.


Anything that is stored on the floor, on countertops, or on tables and dressers will slow down your housecleaning. Unless you are one of the two or three people in the world who actually loves to clean and wants to prolong the process as much as possible, you really don’t want to be indoors cleaning at all.


So get those knickknacks locked away in a glass fronted cabinet where you can enjoy them without having to dust them every week (or month, or year). Dusting the top of a cabinet will take a fraction of the time it would take to dust each piece of your extensive collection of snow globes, beer bottles, or porcelain frogs, ducks, penguins, or pigs.


Put the books back on the shelves.


Send those extra toasters to Goodwill. (And speaking of appliances, an appliance garage—a sliding door that closes off the space under an open kitchen counter—is a beautiful thing, especially when compared to a herd of dusty and grease-spattered small appliances on top of the counter. Appliance garages are fairly easy and inexpensive to install.)


This is not a rehearsal. This is your real life. Make it as pleasant as possible.


(If you are naturally tidy, your home is already neat, and your family is helpful, you may want to skip this chapter.)





If You Can’t Find It, You Might as Well Not Own It



This is the tale of the marvelous household index file.


The American Demographics Society tells us that Americans waste a collective 9 million hours per day looking for misplaced items. Cleaning professionals estimate that getting rid of clutter would eliminate 40 percent of the housework in the average American home. Perhaps not coincidentally, a report fromThe Wall Street Journal stated that white collar workers waste an average of up to 40 percent of their workday due to disorganization and clutter. (And how much more complex is the average home than the average office?)


It is certainly preferable to retrieve an item from its accustomed place than to go buy a replacement; replacing usable items wastes time, money, resources, and storage space.


The greatest discovery of my housekeeping voyage has been the Household Index File. One day, after spending several unamusing hours trying to find a seasonal kitchen item, I decided that since my memory was unlikely to improve, I needed to create anexternal memory. I spent about three hours emptying and cleaning our kitchen storage, jettisoned items we weren’t using, and thought hard about which items to put in the most convenient places. Then, as I put each item away, I filled out a Rolodex card for it.


I was quite proud of my new memory aid, and when my family returned home, I happily showed off my system. They laughed. I attempted to explain. This made them laugh harder. Within a week I was lording it over them: When they asked, “Mom, where’s the ___?” I would open my Rolodex file with a flourish, look up the item—”tape measure, kitchen” for instance—and find that it was stored in drawer 10/B. Eventually even the biggest skeptics had to admit that the system worked.


I spared myself at least three hours of searching during the first week. Gradually, I’ve been expanding the scope of my household index beyond the kitchen. Being able to find things quickly and easily gives me a great feeling of power. But the true beauty of the system is that it spreads knowledge and increases everyone’s ability to put things away.


When we go on vacation, I leave the file on top of the kitchen counter for the benefit of the house sitter. My ambition is to have a household index system so complete that a house sitter could find everything necessary to run the house by looking it up in the index.There is no such thing as absolutely obvious! There are people in my family who can barely find their underwear while they are wearing it. Obvious is in the mind of the beholder.


I consider my Household Index File, and the extra month of time it saves me per year, to be the ultimate in functional beauty. My initial investment of three hours paid off in a savings of more than one hundred hours in the first year, and at least one hundred hours every year since.


 


SETTINGUP AHOUSEHOLDINDEXINGSYSTEM




	

Acquire a small index box or a Rolodex with alphabetized dividers and a lot of blank cards.



	

Decide on a labeling system. My original labeling system was a bit cumbersome; having learned the hard way, I suggest an alphanumeric system such as 1A, 1/B, 1/C; 2/A, 2/B, 2/C.



	

Label your storage areas. My labels are on the fronts of my drawers and cupboard doors, but you may want to be more discreet and write the numbers on the insides of the cabinets.



	

Remove everything from a single storage area. Dust and clean the storage area, then carefully inspect each displaced item. Now is the time to relocate items to the most efficient storage spaces.



	

Store items by category: If you have two hundred salvaged buttons together in a cigar box, it’s a collection; the same buttons in twenty different locations would be trash. (Keep matching buttons together by stringing them on a length of button thread or on a large safety pin.) Resources are resources only if you can find them and use them.



	

Heavy or bulky items should be stored close to the ground in order to minimize accidents.



	

Frequently used items should be stored in the most convenient locations.



	

Seldom-used items should be stored in the least convenient locations.



	

Items that no one ever uses should be stored in someone else’s location. Good, usable items should be sold or given away. Useless items should be recycled or discarded.



	

Fill out a Rolodex card for each item that you put in the newly cleaned storage area. Write the name of the item across the top of the card and its location on a top corner of the card, like so:top left corner: 11/B top shelf;middle of card: Seed Sprouter. There is plenty of room on the card for additional information such as where to find spare parts. (I am sure that computer-savvy house-holders can set up a Domestic Index System with a simple database program. Don’t ask me how.)


Put the displaced items near their eventual storage spaces. Put the discards, the recyclables, and the Goodwill items in boxes and bags.



	

Label, clean, and empty out the next storage space.



	

Continue until all your storage spaces are clean and organized.



	

Index new items immediately. When you finally need those pipe cleaners five years after you acquired them, you will be able to find them.


Note:Anything not worth writing about isn’t worth keeping. If you’re having real trouble divesting, try filling out an index card with the name, location, and function of the object. This exercise may make you laugh or blush, enabling you to let go.



	

An empty space in a cupboard means that something was there and needs to be put back. Don’t just randomly put stuff in the empty space. If you can’t label the object that goes in the space, try writing on the shelf, like so: “Coffee maker goes here.”


Make it obvious where things belong. Don’t move them from place to place; keep things consistent. If you have to move things to get to objects you need every day, you need to reorganize.



	

Don’t throw things randomly in the garage or basement. The Household Index File system works well for these utilitarian areas, too. Wouldn’t you prefer to be able to easily retrieve your own pair of tin snips rather than go to the hardware store because you’ve misplaced eleven previous pairs?













Home Maintenance Protocols



Many households include one essential person who knows how to shut off the water supply, turn off the gas at the main valve, turn off electrical breakers, relight pilot lights, change water filters, replace faucet washers, and perform other routine maintenance chores. This is knowledge that should be shared before there is an emergency. Ask your expert(s) to write how-to instructions for each of these procedures and start a Household Maintenance binder.


Each how-to page should include the location of the service or appliance, the relevant emergency phone number (electric company, water company, gas company), safety precautions, the location and description of necessary tools, and detailed instructions for completing the job. Either slip each page into a plastic binder-sleeve or have it laminated so that when you take it on the job with you, it will stay clean and dry even if you are getting wet and dirty.





Labeling Tools



We are a multiple-tool family. For instance, we own two pairs of kitchen scissors, a pair of sewing scissors, shop scissors, paper scissors, office scissors, and greenhouse scissors; we also own three tape measures that belong in three different locations, as well as many other duplicate tools. These tools have an irritating tendency to migrate to the wrong floor or even the wrong building, so I have labeled them by location. (Light-colored handles take indelible ink very well, but the label on dark-handled tools may need to be scratched or engraved.)


Labeling tools is very much like putting a tag on a dog: When the dog wanders, the finder can return him.





Junk Drawers and Miscellaneous Storage



Our friend Grace, who has eight decades of housekeeping under her belt, taught me how to divide and conquer junk drawers, cupboards, and closets. Grace’s house is so organized that when her brother came to live with her after his wife died, he could easily find everything in the house without assistance. Grace’s secret weapon is modified cardboard boxes.


 


GRACE’SBOXTRICKS




	

Use labeled shoe boxes to store things on closet shelves.



	

Use cereal, tea, and cracker boxes to divide drawers and cupboards. Gather your pasteboard materials, then divide the drawers and cupboards one at a time. Simplify by putting seldom-used items in a box or bag at the back of the appropriate drawer.



	

Put open boxes in underwear and sock drawers.



	

Use a utility knife to cut the boxes to fit.










 


For a short while, customizing pasteboard boxes with a utility knife was my hobby, and “Square Is Beautiful” and “Divide and Conquer” were my favorite mottos. Ready-made drawer organizers just cannot compete with these customized dividers.


Once a space has been divided and its contents categorized, its carrying capacity increases and it tends to resist disorder. When was the last time you saw a disorderly silverware drawer? We don’t drop our spoons in with our knives, why should we allow our twist ties to twine around our rubber bands, salvaged string, and spare electrical cords?


 




	

I cut the tops off tea boxes and used them to tame our kitchen junk drawers three years ago. The drawers are just as tidy today as the day I conquered them.



	

The bottom of a thin cereal box (from hot cereal, for instance) works well for organizing twist ties and rubber bands.



	

Prevent lightweight extension cords from tangling by storing them in the cardboard tubes from paper towels.



	

I made cardboard dividers for our overflowing collection of grocery bags; the dividers increased the capacity of the cubby by keeping the folded bags upright. The chaos has never returned.



	

Heavy-duty cardboard boxes, such as detergent boxes, can be used to build stacked cubicles for storing lightweight dry goods like dry noodles or lightweight toiletries such as toothbrushes or Band-Aids.



	

Square, heavy plastic containers such as liquid detergent bottles can be cut down to make cubby holes and dividers for undersink and other damp storage. Many of these containers are heavy enough to support some weight. Since I don’t use liquid detergent, I scrounged for detergent bottles at our local recycling center.













Absentmindedness



A lot of clutter is the product of absentmindedness. We walk into a room with something in our hand, set it down for a minute while we are doing something else, then forget to put it away. If everyone in the household does this, it isn’t long before everyone is running around frantically looking for misplaced items. Acquiring anticlutter habits can make life much easier.


Living in a house is like a giant game of Memory. I don’t have enough memory power to waste it on insignificant trivia such as where I left my keys, wallet, hairbrush, or backpack. If I didn’t put things back in the same place each time, I would have no time left to do anything else each day after I hunted for misplaced items. (Many of my friends assure me that even people with normal memories can get overloaded and stressed and begin forgetting things.)
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  A HAPPY MEDIUM



“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”


—Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina


 


There are myriad paths to messiness, but truly great housekeepers share similar practices:


	

They try to find a happy medium where everybody is comfortable.



	

They pick things up as they go.



	

They generally avoid putting things down temporarily.



	

They believe in this saying:“A place for everything and everything in its place.”



	

They make mental lists of small jobs they can do in a few minutes.






 


Rather than fuming while on interminable hold—waiting to speak to a computer expert, doctor, or refrigerator repairman, or while waiting for a tardy friend—these experts are busy pouring crumbs out of toasters, polishing kitchen sinks, emptying wastebaskets, cleaning toilets, sweeping kitchen floors, dusting bedrooms, or emptying dishwashers. Being put on hold is a much less frustrating experience if you end up with a clean bathroom!


 


	

They stay busy and don’t allow things to get ahead of them.



	

They enjoy feeling in control of their homes and their belongings and believe it is important to live in peaceful, uncluttered surroundings. They tend to say things like,“There are so few aspects of life we can actually control that I like to make my home as peaceful and tranquil as possible,” or “It’s a shame to let your stuff control you and make you unhappy. ”



	

They love, need, and use everything in their homes. This requires regular pruning back of unloved, unneeded, outgrown, and unused items. Even when you don’t have much, getting rid of things that you don’t like or don’t use can give you a real feeling of power, control, and wealth.






 


In his illuminating and touching book about his life as a homeless person,Travels with Lisbeth:Three Years on the Road and on the Streets , Lars Eighner wrote about dumpster-diving: “I find my desire to grab for the gaudy bauble has been largely sated. I think this is an attitude I share with the very wealthy—we both know there is plenty more where what we have came from.”


 


	

They buy fewer, but higher quality, things.



	

And the cardinal rule of housekeeping: Do it now, or don’t do it. In many instances, if we don’t do it now, we won’t do it later, either.










Here are some useful tips, techniques, and products for the memory-challenged:


 




	

A cordless phone with a locater button on the base so when it is left off the cradle, you can find it again.



	

Plug-in rechargeable flashlights that turn on automatically when the power goes out. Our property is impenetrably dark on moonless nights. We have a rechargeable flashlight plugged into a socket in each bedroom, and at least one on each floor of our house. These flashlights are lifesavers!



	

A full set of bathroom-cleaning equipment in each bathroom.



	

Magnetic clips.(Our elegant steel entrance door sports a couple of these. We clip our outgoing mail, bills, and rented videos to them. (If we clip them right next to the doorknob, we usually remember to take them with us.)



	

An erasable white board or chalkboard installed in a prominent location.



	

Bags, boxes, pockets, baskets, purses, and backpacks were invented to hold small objects such as keys, wallets, and eyeglasses, which are easily deposited in random locations but difficult to find afterward. The container is one of mankind’s greatest inventions: Use one today!



	

Label your storage boxes, and make sure the labels are facing out. If you take the time to list every single item in the box, you will save enormous amounts of time and trouble later.















Too Much Stuff



I am married to a packrat. He is not a terrible packrat, but he does save more stuff than we could ever conceivably use. When we were newlyweds about to embark on a romantic cross-country voyage of relocation with our two cats and all our worldly possessions in our work van, I had to dissuade him from bringing along an anvil. I just didn’t think it was prudent to carry a 100-pound anvil with us across the Sierras and the Rockies. Walt still misses the anvil, though we have put in a good solid twenty years of not needing it. I am as interested in learning blacksmithing as the next person, but I have faith that if we ever need an anvil, we will be able to find one.
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  RASH CACHES AND STASHES





Some people stash things while tidying for company, and never un-stash them. A friend who grew up in a large and chaotic household told me that when company was coming, her mother would panic and throw things randomly in boxes and bags, then stash them in closets and behind furniture.These bags and boxes were never unpacked, and whatever was in them then needed to be replaced.


When her parents finally retired and were moving out of their home,my friend used up all her vacation days and weekends during a five month period, cleaning and clearing out their house. She typically worked from 6 in the morning until midnight for a total of seventy days.These hours add up to more than half of the average American’s work year.


Among the items my friend unearthed during her marathon cleaning sessions was a cubic yard of clean, mismatched, but barely used dress socks in her dad’s closet.These abandoned socks had been thrown into the closet in various bags and boxes during panic cleanings. (I couldn’t help wondering how much it cost to buy a cubic yard of socks.)


My friend keeps her own house tidy. She says,“Serenity versus chaos.Who would choose chaos?”


Another friend,who is a professional housecleaner, told me that one day a client told her not to touch the oven. The dirty dishes were hidden there because the woman “didn’t have time to deal with them.”My friend looked in the dishwasher, found it empty,and silently wondered why her client hadn’t hidden the dirty dishes there rather than in the oven.


My friend cleaned the house without touching the oven, and went home.When her client’s husband came home from work that evening, his wife was out doing errands so he decided to help her by starting dinner. He preheated the oven and cracked all the dishes.










We all have squirrel like hoarding tendencies, but remember that squirrels often forget where they’ve hidden those acorns; that’s how many oaks get planted. Unfortunately, most man-made objects do not improve with neglect.


There are several different ways of acquiring more things than you can use:


 




	

You need to replace the doohickey in your toilet, but you can’t find your doohickey wrench so you go to the store to buy a new one.


My friend Ann says she has spent $100 buying $5 needlenose pliers because she can never find one when she needs it.


Solution:Buy duplicate tools, label them, and put them away where they belong.


 



	

You can’t resist a bargain.


There is a big difference between owning a month’s supply of toilet paper and owning a twenty years’ supply of spackle. We will use up the toilet paper in a month, but the spackle will have dried before we ever get a chance to use it.


Solution:Take advantage of the bargain, but share the excess with others.


 



	

You can’t resist free stuff.


Solution#1:Learn to say no. Do not accept cast-off items from other people’s newly organized homes.


Solution #2:Don’t resist. Figure out who can use the stuff and give it to them.


 



	

You have a hard time discarding things because you get emotionally attached to them.


Solution:Put neglected items in a bag and put the bag away. If no one misses the items for a year, get rid of them.


 



	

You are inattentively hoarding useless items.


One day while I was sewing, I noticed that every other pin I picked out of my magnetic pin box was bent. Sewing machine needles break when they run over bent pins. All of a sudden I realized that I had been absentmindedly hoarding cheap, useless items for years, and I threw away half my pins. Later, I asked Grace whether she ever caught herself saving stuff like bent pins. She said no, she tends to get rid of things she isn’t using. Then we played cards, and the first two pens she picked up didn’t work.


Solution:When you finally realize your pins are bent or your pens are dry, toss them. Everyone occasionally saves worthless items.


 



	

You are purposefully hoarding useless items.


Don’t store things that are broken and cannot be repaired. Why would spare parts that are unavailable now be easier to find in twenty years?











Photos



There is no point in saving photographs of your thumb or unrecognizably overexposed or underexposed photos. As you look at a new batch of photos, throw away the bad ones. (It took me fifteen years to figure this out.)


Photo boxes are a great alternative to photo albums: They are less expensive as well as faster and easier to use and store.





Sorting Papers



Each week a large amount of paper and paperwork enters our homes. If we don’t get rid of an equal or larger amount, the sheer volume can rapidly overwhelm us.


When your paper pile is looming large, try this:


 




	

Gather as many large manila envelopes (at least 9x12) as you can muster. You will be labeling these envelopes by subject, and using them to temporarily file your important paperwork.



	

Sit in a comfortable chair at the cluttered desk or table.



	

Open up a couple of paper grocery bags and set them on the floor to receive recyclable office paper.



	

Pick up each piece of paper and peruse it to determine whether it is recyclable or should be saved.



	

If it is recyclable, put it in the paper sack.



	

If it should be saved, put it in an appropriately labeled envelope.



	

Repeat until the pile is gone.



	

Put the recyclable paper in your recycling container, and transfer the important papers to your filing cabinet.










 


Weeding Out Junk Mail


Find a convenient spot to store and process your newly harvested mail. (Near a recycling bin is helpful.)


Dealing with incoming mail is similar to weeding a garden: It is very important to identify before culling. Never discard or recycle an envelope without opening it first; it is quite easy to mistake an official envelope with a check in it for a piece of junk mail. If you don’t understand part of your mail, make inquiries before getting rid of it.


 


Bills




	

An unopened bill is an incubator for trouble. Open your bills and categorize them right away.



	

Designate a place for mail that needs attention, whether it is bills or deadlines, and make sure that nothing else is ever stashed there.



	

Do not lapse into using the horizontal, sedimentary-layer filing system for bills. Force them into a regimented filing system.










 


Office supply stores carry an astonishing array of In and Out Boxes, household files, file boxes, expanding files, and literature sorters; there is a different type of system to suit every human temperament. The most important thing is to find a system that works for you and stick with it.


Note:As society switches from paper-based banking, bill-paying, and checking to online banking, debit cards, and online bill paying, canceled checks and piles of bills are gradually becoming obsolete. These online services are great paper, time, and space savers, but one must still keep careful records in order to avoid trouble at tax time.





Taxes


You should keep all the following paperwork related to your home: purchase price, settlement or closing costs, mortgage records, damage losses, insurance reimbursements for damage, and home improvement bills. You will need all of these for tax purposes when you sell your home. (Note:Utility bills are not in this category. Even after you sell your house, the amount of money you paid the electric company twelve years ago is of no interest to the IRS.)


Old bills and receipts can take up a lot of space if you save every bit of paperwork that crosses your desk. Once they have been paid and the relevant ones have been saved long enough to satisfy the IRS, you may safely destroy them.


According to the IRS website(www.irs.gov), “You must keep your records as long as they may be needed for the administration of any provision of the Internal Revenue Code.” The length of time you must hold on to your tax records varies with individual circumstances, though the longest anyone needs to keep their records for IRS purposes seems to be seven years.


Though you should consult a tax expert or accountant about your own taxes and what records you need to keep, here is the basic list from the IRS:


 


KEEP ASBASICRECORDS


 


Income




	
Form(s) W-2

	
Form(s) 1099

	
Bank statements

	
Brokerage statements

	
Form(s) K-1








Expenses




	
Sales slips

	
Invoices

	
Receipts

	
Canceled checks or other proof of payment








Home




	
Closing statements

	
Purchase and sales invoices

	
Proof of payment

	
Insurance records

	
Form 2119 (if you sold a home before 1998)








Investments




	
Brokerage statements

	
Mutual fund statements

	
Form(s) 1099

	
Form(s) 2439








 


For more specific tax information or to print out tax forms, visit the IRS website at www.irs.gov.


For years I saved my business receipts in a shoebox, which is a legal but inefficient practice. By tax time I would have built up an intimidating stack of random receipts. Then one year I encountered a see through expanding thirteen-pocket file folder with tab markers. It was love at first sight. Tax time hasn’t been the same since.


 


TRANSPARENTTAXRECORDS


 




	

Buy an expanding file with at least thirteen pockets.



	

Label the file Taxes, and date it.



	

Label the pockets based on your latest tax return: Office Supplies, Shipping, Vehicle Mileage, Medical, Education, etc.



	

Put all your invoices, receipts, and canceled checks in the appropriate pockets. By tax time, all your documentation will be categorized and ready.



	

After your taxes are done, put a copy of your tax return in a file pocket, snap the elastic closer around the file folder, and store it in a safe place.



	

Repeat each year until the other sure thing overtakes you.















If You Ask Them, They Will Come



When large amounts of work needed to be done, people used to hold barnraisings, quilting bees, and corn-husking parties because a large project made a wonderful excuse for a party. As they say, “Many hands make light work.”


Some of us are so busy that control of our houses has slipped away from us. Clearing out a house is just as worthy an endeavor as making a quilt or shucking corn. Why not hold a house clearing party? If your friends truly love you and you humble yourself enough to ask for their help, they will help you. Tell your friends you are trying to regain control of your house, and invite them over for a work party. Ask them to bring along their favorite cleaning tools, rubber gloves, and extra buckets. You can provide the earth-friendly cleaning solutions and rags.


It is certainly true that asking for help in recovering control of your home can be mortifying. It is also true that many people who cannot bring themselves to ask for help have their homes condemned by the health department. Jim Mlodozyniec, the lead housing inspector for the city of Duluth, Minnesota, told me that an average of 5 percent of the homes in every neighborhood in the city are either so cluttered that they are largely impassible, or are so filthy that the Health Department is forced to condemn them for human habitation. This problem crosses all economic, age, and ethnic categories. When given the choice between getting rid of hoarded stuff and losing the house, many people are still unable to clean up. This is tragic. Ask for help if you need it. If you notice that a friend is suffering under these conditions, offer to help.



Banishing Chaos



If you can walk on all your floor space, sit on all your chairs, lie down on all your beds, and most of your belongings can be put away when they are not in use, your cleaning party is likely to be a sociable event rather than a clutter exorcism. Warm up your casserole and get ready to party!


But if, on the other hand, much of your floor is littered with dirty laundry; your tables, chairs, and beds are covered with reading materials; you have old newspapers and magazines stacked up against the walls or you have maintained paths between the stacks so you can get from room to room, you and your friends have a lot of work ahead of you, and you will need to strategize. When most of the horizontal surfaces of a home are being used for storage, it is usually safe to assume that the home is overfilled. You will need to jettison large quantities of material objects before you will be able to gain control of your home:


 




	

If your house resembles a junk storage facility rather than a home, invite all your biggest, strongest friends. Plan to have your party during a mild season, and have an outdoor barbeque. Schedule a rain date.



	

Call your recycling facility and ask whether they can send a recycling truck to your home to pick up a large quantity of recyclables. If that is not possible, you may need to rent a recycling Dumpster or haul a few truckloads of recyclables to the recycling facility yourself.


If your excess paper material includes usable books, donate them to your local library, homeless shelter, or nursing home, or try calling a book dealer to see if he is interested in making you an offer. If the dealer tells you your books are worthless, do not bring them to Goodwill; recycle their paper.



	

If you have large quantities of broken, soiled, or otherwise unusable and unrecyclable junk such as old carpeting, broken furniture, or ruined lumber, rent a Dumpster. In cases of extreme clutter, successive Dumpsters may be required.



	

Stock up on garbage bags and paper bags for recycling newspapers. Ask all your friends to bring extra grocery bags.



	

On the day of the party, clean the cat’s litterbox, pick up the dogs’ droppings in the yard, wash the dishes, and pick up the dirty underwear off the floor and put it in the hamper. Your friends will be a lot more useful if they aren’t nauseated.



	

A modified bucket brigade is helpful for removing large amounts of material from a house. Set up a line of volunteers from the door to the curb, truck, or Dumpster. Start removing materials nearest the door first. As you work, it will become easier and easier to navigate through the house.



	

When you’re tired, stop. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and you didn’t acquire all this extraneous stuff in one day, either.



	

After your house is cleared out and cleaned up, invite your friends over for a celebratory party. I am a strong believer in “party motivation”: If you know people are coming over, you will clean and tidy up the house. The trick is to have parties often enough to prevent your house from sliding into chaos again. The friends who helped cast out your household chaos will take great pride in your communal accomplishment and will be your best weapon against recurring chaos.










 


(Routine preparty cleaning: Do the dusting a couple of days before the party, clean the bathrooms the day before the party, and vacuum up the dog hair at the last minute.)





Hiring Help



If you would rather not impose upon your friends, you might consider hiring a hauling service to remove your piles of junk. Haulers usually work by the job, rather than by the hour, and they will haul away a wide variety of stuff. Check to be sure that the company is reliable and bonded and licensed, and that they will not dump your junk illegally.







Cleaning Outbuildings and Extremely Chaotic Houses



Even the neatest and tidiest of us may find ourselves dealing with chaos occasionally. Cleaning up the aftermath of natural disasters or fires, acquiring a neglected property, or the simple impulse to help someone who is feeling overwhelmed can land us in the midst of a mess that we may feel ill equipped to handle. Here are some tips for coping with extreme disorder:


 




	

Work with a friend. Coping with chaos can be depressing: Don’t attempt it alone.



	

Before you begin cleaning or moving things, do a quick survey and move hazards out of the way. Broken glass should be swept up immediately.



	

If the room or building is extremely dusty, is very moldy, or contains large quantities of rodent droppings, wear a dust mask or respirator while you work. Use a shop-vac to remove dust from each tiny area as it is cleared of clutter.



	

Many people who lived through the Great Depression make a practice of saving materials that might be useful some day. It is much easier to let go when one knows that these potentially useful things will be sent to someone who needs them.


These objects have usually been saved with a specific use in mind: glass jars to be used for canning, scraps of fabric for quilts or hooked rugs, lumber for carpentry projects. If the materials are still intact and usable, try putting an ad in the paper: “Free quilting scraps” or “Free canning jars.”
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  AN AVALANCHE OF PRINTED MATERIALS



MAGAZINES


Most of us subscribe to magazines because we are vitally interested in their subjectmatter, which is exactly why getting rid of old periodicals can be so difficult. Forceyourself. If you don’t recycle constantly, you may be crushed by a slippery avalancheof magazines.





	

Keep only the magazines you need for reference, then process them as quickly aspossible: Take notes, copy information into your computer, or rip out useful articlesand file them away. After you have saved the information you need, donate themagazines to schools, artists, or other people who will use them; recycle the left-overs.



	

Do notread materials you are attempting to recycle. Yes, you probably didn’t readevery single word in every single magazine, but life is short and recycling piles up. Ifyou missed an article, you can read it at the public library.



	

Don’t store dated material. Your computer magazine is nearly obsolete as soon as itrolls off the presses. It is unlikely to be more timely when you take it out of storage.



	

Many magazines offer online subscriptions.Consumer Reports , for instance, has asearchable online archive of all their articles, reports, and ratings, and you can sub-scribe to the online service without receiving the actual magazine. With an onlinesubscription, you can easily find any article and need never fear losing information.



	

Everyone has a complete collection ofNational Geographics!Yes, they are gorgeous,but they have no resale value. Unless you are going to use them in an art projectwithin a year, give them to a school or an artist who will. Our public library not onlypossesses a complete collection of the magazine—dating back to its first issues in the late nineteenth century—they also have a complete index. This means that I can go to the library, look up any subject I’m interested in, fill out a request form, and have the issue I need in a few minutes. Finding the same issue in a home collection is unlikely to be as quick and easy.






 


NEWSPAPERS


 


	

Share your newspaper with a close neighbor; you’ll cut your costs and your recycling chores in half.



	

Home collections are not usually indexed, catalogued, or systematically shelved, and an organized collection of newspapers in a private home is the least likely scenario of all.



	

If you are working on a research project and need clippings, mark the page and the article while you’re reading the paper (brightly colored Post-it notes, which can be stuck to the edge of the paper, work well and can be reused several times). After everyone in the household has finished reading the paper, you can clip the article, file it, and recycle the rest of the paper.



	

Don’t keep piles of papers so you can read them later. You won’t. Piles of newspapers will choke the life out of your home. I can guarantee that once you have saved a stack of newspapers to read later you will not be able to find the information you are looking for.



	

Many articles are available on the Internet, and many libraries maintain extensive collections of newspapers on microfiche. Your librarians are trained professionals who can help you find any issue you need.



	

Piles of newspapers are like flammable underbrush in a forest; they need to be cleared out or they endanger the rest of the ecosystem.










	

Mixed piles are trash; sorted piles are resources. Build segregated piles: garbage, Goodwill, recycling, cider jugs, glass, lampshades … (I delivered almost one hundred beautiful glass cider jugs to an amateur cider maker after one cleaning session at a farm.)



	

Disuse encourages rodents, insects, rust, mold, mildew, and fungus. There will be large quantities of ruined materials in a disorderly building. The following are not salvageable:



	

Fabric, carpeting, upholstery, bedding, insulation, books, papers, and other porous materials that have been contaminated with rodent droppings and urine



	

Objects that have begun growing fungus or mildew



	

Compacted or wet insulation



	

Rotten wood



	

Rusty cans or jar lids



	

Dried out or age-thickened paint



	

Expired medicines and desiccated cosmetics



	

Obsolete appliances and electronics



	

Don’t start fixing things while you are still clearing out the building. That old aquarium has been languishing for ten years; you don’t need to fix it now.



	

Don’t get rid of things you use all the time. They are part of your life, and you will miss them immediately. The aim of decluttering and clearing out is to give you more room to live your life, not to deprive you of the things you need.



	

Keep a running list of things to do, such as “Clean out bedroom closet,” “Clean out medicine cabinet,” “Take old cans of paint to the Household Hazardous Waste Facility.” Cross tasks off as you accomplish them.



	

Keep a running list of things to save and their ultimate destination. For instance, “Box up old eyeglasses. Deliver to Lions Club.”









Post-Clutterectomy Care



Space—living space—is much more valuable than the clutter it contains. Do your best to maintain and preserve your domestic open space.


If something is bothering you, do something about it! If you trip over it, move it out of the way for the hundredth time, notice it’s nonfunctional and impossible to repair, have grown out of it, or realize that it stinks—move it, put it away, sell it, jettison it, recycle it, or send it to Goodwill. If you do this every day, your house will be in better shape than ever before.
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  Perhaps for the savers out there, finding good homes for the items they have lovingly stored for so many years is as imperative as finding good homes for a litter of puppies. Finding a cider maker who can use glass jugs, artists who can use various saved materials,or schools that can use plastic containers with working lids may make the difference between cleaning out a garage and not cleaning it out.


Waste is never a good thing, but wasting space is no better than wasting glass jugs or usable fabric. Building a new structure to house a collection of potentially usable junk is far more wasteful than recycling the materials.










A bit of clutter will inevitably creep back into most households. If you frequently and consistently put things back where they belong, you can fend off chaos. To sort misplaced objects, set out garbage bags, grocery bags, or cardboard boxes, and label them Discard, Recycle, Donate, Sort Pile (this container is for items that are in the wrong location). As you pick up objects, throw them in the appropriate container for later dispensation.
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  A very effective way to convince children to pick up the tiny pieces of their toys is to announce that you are going to vacuum, and anything small enough to be vacuumed up, will be.






Your house did not get trashed all in one day. If you do a little more cleaning every day than you do messing, eventually your house will gather itself together.


If you cannot decide which of your belongings are truly important to you, try this trick: Empty your home out one drawer, cupboard, closet, or room at a time and carry the items as far from where they started as possible. Pile them at the other end of the house or even in the garage. Vacuum and wipe down the cupboard, closet, or drawer and paint that empty room, then get rid of the items that you don’t want to bother to carry back. Put the usable items in boxes and cart them off to Goodwill that very day. Recycle the recyclables. Throw the rest in the trash.
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Storage Protocol





	

Unless you are running a junkyard, avoid saving large objects in order to salvage small parts. If you want to save the tiny screws from your broken eyeglasses, remove the screws immediately, then throw away the eyeglasses. (Eyeglasses with usable frames can be donated to the Lions Club.)



	

Don’t store things so you can throw them out later. While assisting at a clutterectomy, I discovered two cut-down, carefully taped milk cartons, both labeled in beautiful copperplate handwriting. One carton said Broken Glass Candlestick. Very Sharp. The label included information on the origin of the candlestick and the date (more than thirty years previously) on which it had been shattered. The other milk carton was similarly labeled. I immediately threw the milk cartons in the trash. I had no doubt that the pieces were still sharp, and the candlesticks were still not repairable.
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  STORAGE HAZARDS



SHARPEDGES


 


A split length of rubber garden hose makes a fine protective sheath for a saw blade:


 


	
Cut a piece of hose the same length as your saw blade.

	
Draw a straight line down the hose—this will be your cutting line.

	
Use a razor knife or other very sharp blade to cut through the hose. Be careful tocut through only one wall of the hose. You now have a length of hose that has beensliced from end to end. The natural curl of the hose wall will maintain the cylindrical shape of the split hose.

	
Slide the split side of the hose over the jagged edge of the saw blade. Be carefulnot to slide your hand or fingers against the saw’s teeth.

	
This blade guard will work for most carpenter’s and gardener’s handsaws.




 


CONFUSION


	

If you start a random pile, people think it’s a random pile and throw random thingson it randomly. Soon it will be a rubbish pile. Set up obvious and convenient storageareas for specific items.



	

Install shelving, cabinets, and tool hangers in shop, garage, laundry, and utility areas.The classic method of drawing the outlines of tools on a pegboard is a wonderfultechnique for banishing chaos.






DETERIORATION


 


There is no point in carefully saving items if you are going to allow them to mildew in the basement.


	

When the weather is humid, set out shallow pans of garden lime to absorb dampness and musty odors. Replace every few weeks. The used lime can then be put in the garden.



	

Storage does not improve the smell of mildewy books.



	

Leather does not store well; it needs to be cleaned and oiled regularly or it will either stiffen and crack or turn to dust. Use it or lose it. It is better to give leather items away than put them in storage.



	

Concrete floors ooze dampness. Things stored on the ground will tend to rot or rust, even under a dry roof. Anything that can be damaged by water should be stored on a pallet, on a shelf, or hung on the wall.



	

Banishment does not agree with furniture. No matter how carefully you wrap it or how dry the outbuilding, furniture suffers when it is evicted from a house.



	

While clearing an outbuilding, I helped move a couch that had become a home, nursery, and cemetery for a family of mice, as well as a favored hunting ground for a cat that had also used it as a litter box.The couch’s owner said,“I guess we should have given it away while it was still good. It was nice when we put it in here.” My husband and I once wrecked a perfectly nice headboard by trying to hang on to it when we moved and had no room to store it in the house.Moral: Give it away while the giving is good.












	

If you dismantle something for parts, keep the parts together (Ziploc bags and baby food jars work well) and label them very carefully as to what they are and what they’re from. The label might look something like this: Kenmore Vacuum Cleaner, 2001. Spare Parts.


If you don’t label parts before you store them, you might as well throw them out immediately because unless you have a perfect memory, it will be very difficult to recognize exactly what they are if you ever need them.



	

Our friend Tim uses an old steel filing cabinet to store spare parts and small tools such as screw drivers, wire, packages of washers, and salvaged electronics components. He puts the small parts in a Ziploc bag then files it in a flat-bottomed hanging file folder.



	

People who live on boats or in very small houses quickly learn to maintain an equilibrium of stuff. Most of the rest of us could also benefit by practicing similar restraint.



	

If you don’t have anywhere to put something, don’t bring it home.


My husband and I once bought a tiny little end table with a drawer at a garage sale. We had to move every stick of furniture we owned just to find a place to put it.



	

Make a practice of getting rid of something old every time you bring home something new. Holidays are an excellent time for this: Put on the new fuzzy slippers and throw out the old ones that Fido chewed.















Habits



Habits are the things we do so automatically, so unconsciously, that we may not be aware we are doing them. Sometimes we need to be jolted out of our accustomed rut in order to even recognize these habits. If you are extremely unhappy with the amount of clutter or disorder in your house, you may need a fresh eye to help you see things as they really are rather than as they were, as they should be, or as they could be.


If you have a friend whose housekeeping style you admire, you might think about asking that friend for help. Bear in mind that the state of our housekeeping can be a very sore spot or source of embarrassment. If the thought of having a friend help makes you uncomfortable, you might want to hire a professional housecleaner or home organizer. You may need to rein yourself in, hold your tongue and your temper. Take notes. Put them away and look at them again in a week. Remind yourself that this person is trying to help, not insult you. Truly constructive criticism is one of the most valuable commodities in the world.



You are What You Do;

You are What You Think



Not long ago, scientists were absolutely positive that adult brains were incapable of growing new cells. Though the structure of immature brains evolved and changed in response to the environment and experiences, the structure of adult brains could only change for the worse. It was further believed that brain damage in adults was irreparable. In the past few years, as new brain imaging techniques have shown that adult brains can grow, change, evolve, and heal in response to stimuli, that pessimistic view of the brittleness of adult brains has changed.


Research done by Dr. Edward Taub showed that stroke victims who had been unable to use one arm for years were able to regain the use of the arm when their “good” arm was tied down and immobilized, and they were forced to use their afflicted arm in intensive physical therapy sessions. After only two weeks of this treatment, patients were able to use their afflicted arm in a relatively normal fashion. Brain scans taken before and after the therapy showed significant changes in these patients: The therapy had induced their brains to rewire themselves.


If stroke patients are able to rewire their brains and regain the use of their crippled limbs, certainly those of us who are struggling with counter-productive habits should be able to change them. Interestingly, though it takes only two weeks to regain the use of a crippled arm, experts agree that it takes a minimum of three weeks to make or break a habit.


There are two different types of habits that adversely affect housekeeping: slovenly habits and excessively neat habits. Though it is unlikely that the Health Department or Child Protection Services will be called because a house is overly neat, both housekeeping modes can cause much familial suffering. I have friends who have overcome both extremes: The neatniks decided to calm down and relax their housekeeping standards because they realized they were terrorizing their families in order to satisfy their own cravings for order; the slobs decided to tighten up their housekeeping because extreme disorder was affecting their family’s ability to function.


The only good reason for housekeeping is to make all the inhabitants of a home as comfortable, healthy, and happy as possible. If your housekeeping style is making you and/or your family or housemates miserable, it’s time for a change.


 


How to Change


Ask yourself this question: “Why should I change my housekeeping style?” My friend Sarah changed her neatnik ways after her five-year-old son said to her, “You never play with me because you’re always cleaning that house!”


Now ask yourself this question: “Who will benefit if I change my housekeeping style?”


Beware: Answering these questions may make you sad because uncomfortable housekeeping styles are not usually the product of rational thought. I try to do this type of self-interrogation while hiking alone and carrying a big hankie. It can be quite painful to admit that one is not in control of one’s own behavior.


Talk to your family or housemates and explain that you intend to change your ways, and why. It is always harder to abandon a project that has been announced.


Remember that you are responsible for your own behavior. Other adults are responsible for their own behavior. Adults are responsible for training children.


Once you have organized the troublesome spots in your home, you need to learn how to maintain your hard-won order. You will need to form orderly habits. Here are a few tips contributed by my friend Sarah, whose orderly habits are so ingrained that she practically cleans house in her sleep.





Setting Orderly Habits



Being organized is a way of paying attention to what you’re doing. It also enables you to see what you’re doing.


 




	

Remember that it takes twenty-one days to “set” a habit. Decide which one you want to instill, and consciously work to keep up the activity for at least a month. After that, the habit should have acquired some momentum of its own.



	

Don’t use the horizontal filing system! Horizontal is the position of death! Use files, bulletin boards, inboxes, etc.



	

If you don’t already have a household filing cabinet, get one.



	

File! File! File! If you don’t already have a file for a bit of paperwork you need to save, immediately set up a new file for your filing cabinet and use it. The time you will spend creating a new folder and filing your bit of paper is insignificant compared to the time you will waste if you allow that piece of paper to go into the horizontal file on your countertop or table. Clean out material in files when you notice that it’s obsolete.



	

Set up file folders for each child’s school work. File your child’s report cards, school projects, administrative paper-work, art work, and other important information in these active files. At the end of the school year, you can transfer the report cards, the outstanding reports, and the choicest artwork to a file box for long-term storage—one file box per child. Later in life, when your child’s biographer is hard at work, you will be able to grant him access to a wonderfully well-preserved record of your progeny’s formative years.



	

Keep a pocket-size notebook handy to jot down ideas and to keep track of chores that need to be done. If your life is not filled with heavy, wet, and messy chores, you can substitute a PalmPilot for a pocket notebook.



	

Get a calendar with lots of writing room. I favor the kind with separate columns for each family member (including the dogs); these calendars are not pretty, but boy are they handy!



	

Immediately after making appointments or receiving invitations, transfer all the essential information—phone numbers, names, and addresses of contact people—to your calendars, then recycle the paperwork.



	

Write in to-do’s, (dog’s heartworm pills, call dentist, pay insurance, etc.)



	

Notate children’s first words, first steps, and funny incidents on the calendar, and save your old calendars as family diaries. (I find it impossible to keep a journal or a diary, but I can keep a calendar.)



	

Housework can be lonely. Make a habit of doing chores while you’re talking on a cordless phone.



	

Objects often end up on the wrong floor of multilevel dwellings. Put displaced items on the stairs or in a basket near the stairs, and carry them with you when you go up or down.



	

Put dirty dishes in the dishwasher rather than on the counter. This takes a whole thirty seconds. If everyone did this, there’d be no washing up to do.



	

Slow and steady wins the race. Once your house is under control, you can pick up a few things at a time and clean a few surfaces every day. If you do a little bit of housework every day rather than a lot at once, cleaning is a lot less onerous.


Don’t think about the entire, huge task: Pick a drawer, pick a room, and clean it up. Bag stuff up and get it out of the house. You don’t have to do all your cleaning in one session, as long as you tidy up faster than you clutter.



	

Act! Don’t just move things around—put them away. If grime is bothering you, clean it. Unlike other projects, which always take way more time than I think they will, cleaning, once I really get down to it, always takes far less time per job than I’m anticipating. I think it’s the reverse of the time-flies-when-you’re-having-fun phenomenon.



	

Keep drawers and storage area doors closed to keep the contents clean. It is much easier to wipe grease off a cupboard door than off every utensil inside the cupboard. (When we moved into our country home, every single kitchen drawer contained a disgusting collection of crumbs.)



	

Enjoy your home. Overly clean and tidy is intimidating; overly dirty and cluttered is depressing. Find your happy medium and try to stay there. When you become uncomfortable, take action.










 


Health, happiness, and security are our goals. Organization is only a tool that we can use to help us reach these goals.


May all the objects in your home be either useful, necessary, or well loved; if they are not, read on.







Living Lightly and Happily



Chaos is a silent and sneaky enemy. In order to maintain order, it is of the utmost importance that, once you have identified the materials and items you no longer want, you work quickly to remove them from your property.


TheU.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) recommends that solid waste be dealt with in the following order: (1) waste prevention, (2) recycling, and as a last resort, (3) disposal.


If you aren’t using it and you aren’t enjoying it, get rid of it in the most ecological way possible. This means sell it or give it to someone who can use it; retool it into something else so you can use it; or repair it. Next down the line is recycling, so the raw materials can be reused (this includes composting). Worst of all is throwing something away.



Waste Prevention





	

Eschew processed food in individual serving-size packages. This is the most expensive way to buy food, and many individual packages create far more waste than a single, larger package.



	

Buy items in recyclable packaging or, better yet, without packaging.



	

Buy products in bulk whenever possible, then store your bulk products in reusable containers. Recycling is an onerous chore, especially when the containers pile up really high. You will save money as well as recycling time by reusing your containers and buying in bulk.










 


Our coop buys shampoo, cream rinse, hand lotion, dish liquid, etc., in large containers, and we bring our own containers and fill them up. This costs less per pound and we drastically reduce the amount of recycling we must do.


Reusing bags, bottles, jars, and other food containers is not allowed in many stores. Check with the store before making assumptions. Food safety laws mandate that containers must be thoroughly washed and rinsed before they can be refilled, and some laws require container “matching” (for example, maple syrup can only be poured into maple syrup bottles; shampoo refills must be in shampoo bottles). Even if you don’t have a nearby store that sells in bulk, you can still bring your own bags to the store. I am rather partial to strong but lightweight string or nylon grocery bags.


A huge box is not necessarily an indication that the product inside is being sold in bulk. Many buying clubs such as Sam’s Club and Costco sell large boxes that contain many smaller packages that contain individual servings. Read the label before buying. (A rule of thumb from my friend Jean, the coop queen: “If buying in bulk doesn’t require some small but extra effort on your part—repackaging, bringing your own packaging, etc.—then it may not be reducing or reusing.”)


 




	

Leave all hazardous or poisonous materials in their original packaging and containers with the labels intact. The labels contain vital emergency information in case of accidental poisoning.


Neverstore poisonous liquids in beverage containers. Many young children are poisoned each year when they drink household chemicals out of soft drink bottles and other beverage containers.



	

Buy only as much as you can use in a reasonable amount of time. The enormous, institutional-size box of cereal may seem like a good deal, but if you don’t finish the cereal before it goes stale, you will end up discarding it. The beauty of buying in bulk is that you purchase the item for a reasonable amount per pound, yet you don’t end up with more than you can use.



	

Buy durable, high-quality goods. Buying a more expensive item once may be less expensive than buying a cheaper version several times. Since you will be buying fewer items, your house will be less cluttered. Whenever possible, buy consumer products that are repairable and have easily available replacement parts.



	

Buy rechargeable alkaline batteries; they last far longer than disposable batteries and are less hazardous. Avoid buying disposable items such as cameras and flashlights whose more durable counterparts can last a lifetime.



	

Owning more than you can take care of is not only uneconomical, it is unenvironmental. If you have more lumber than you can store successfully, you might as well give it to someone who can use it. If you think you are saving money by keeping it, you are mistaken. After plywood, for instance, has warped due to weather exposure, you will have to pay to dispose of it. If you had given it away while it was still usable, the recipient would probably have been happy to pick it up.



	

Take care of your possessions. Keep them clean and in good repair so that when you are done with them, other people may be able to use them. If there is no room in your home, garage, or storage shed for that lumber and those antique chairs and tables, maybe it is time to sell them. If you leave them outdoors long enough, they will turn to trash.










 


Conserving Paper


The average American uses more than 300 kilograms (660 pounds) of paper per year. Americans are responsible (or is it irresponsible?) for consuming one-third of the world’s annual paper production.


Here are some easy ways to cut down on your paper consumption:


 




	

Choose lightweight paper to minimize the amount of material per page.



	

Do your editing on the computer screen, not on paper.



	

Make double-sided copies.



	

Use the blank sides of copies for draft copies and note paper.



	

Store your reams of paper up off the ground in a dry location. Leave the paper lying flat in its wrapper until you need it. Properly stored paper is less likely to jam your printer.













Reuse



Living sustainably requires more than simply loading empty containers into a recycling bin and waiting for someone to take them away. Processing raw materials into usable form requires a lot of energy; reusing materials conserves all the original processing energy. Before the Industrial Revolution, people were painfully aware of how much effort went into the objects that made up their material world. When more of the work was done by hand, people tried to reuse everything: Scraps of cloth and old clothes were turned into patch-work quilts or cut into strips for rag rugs; hand-me-down clothes were remade into smaller items for children; sweaters and coats with worn-out elbows were turned into vests; pants were turned into skirts or shorts; lumber, bricks, and building stones were used and reused. Many people made their living by collecting and selling discards that ranged from old rags to cooking grease.


Nowadays, material goods are relatively cheap and easy to come by and we are discarding ever-increasing volumes of stuff, but it is becoming increasingly obvious that we live in a finite world with finite resources.


As our foremothers used to say: “Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.”


 


Disposable Food Packaging and Tableware


Disposable food packaging and tableware constitutes a large percentage of this country’s solid waste. A few simple changes can make a big difference at home.


 




	

Use cloth napkins. Inexpensive dishcloths, bought by the dozen, make perfectly serviceable everyday napkins.



	

Use unbleached waxed paper rather than plastic wrap. Waxed paper can be composted, plastic wrap cannot.



	

Pack lunches in sturdy, reusable, insulated lunch bags rather than in disposable paper bags.



	

Avoid buying individual servings of packaged foods; repack snack foods in small reusable containers.










 


Party Waste Reduction


When we have large parties at our house, we use inexpensive, durable, and dishwasher safe colored plastic plates, cups, and goblets of the type that are sold for summer patio use. We bought our party plates for very little at an after-summer sale.


We have been using the same partyware for well over a decade, and no one has ever had clothing ruined by food spilling from a collapsed plate. (The savings in garbage costs, disposable plates and cups, and dry cleaning have been enormous.) We also invested in sturdy, inexpensive party cutlery, though most garden-variety plastic cutlery is strong enough to be washed and reused several times.


 


Biodegradeable Cutlery Sources


Even the most lovingly preserved plastic cutlery will eventually give up the ghost. Biodegradable, compostable cutlery is an environmentally preferable alternative to unrecyclable plastic cutlery.


Nat-Ur,Inc. (formerly Biocorp North America) produces corn- and potato-based biodegradable, compostable garbage bags, leaf and yard bags, cups, bowls, plates, drinking straws, cup lids, boxes, food containers, and cutlery. I have used all of these products and they work quite well. The bioplastic cutlery is far stronger than most plastic cutlery; we washed and reused the same bioplastic spoon in bag lunches for almost a year until my husband finally snapped and broke the spoon just to see how strong it was. I composted the broken pieces in my worm bin. Website: www.nat-ur.com.


Companies in other parts of the world are working on plant-based bioplastics made from plants such as seaweed, tobacco, soybeans, potatoes, and wheat, and on bioplastics produced by bacteria. Many of these packaging materials will be edible as well as biodegradable, so one day we may be able to eat our cake and its wrapper, too.


 


Gift Waste Reduction


Wrapping paper, which is often used only once, is wasteful and expensive. Pretty gift bags can be sent back and forth between friends and family for years. Cloth gift bags made of velvet, satin, or other beautiful fabrics make presents look elegant.


If you are giving a gift to someone who is low on cash, why not make the wrapping part of the present?


 




	

New pillowcases in a pretty pattern make wonderful gift bags. New bedsheets can be used as extra large gift wrap.



	

A new silk scarf makes an attractive gift wrapping.



	

Many quilters would welcome a present wrapped in a small square of nice cotton fabric.



	

Package the gift in a container that you know the recipient can use, such as a new canvas tote bag, a colander, an attractive wastebasket, a diaper pail, or a fancy planting pot. Use your imagination; the recipient will be impressed.













Recycling: Reducing Things to Their Basic Elements



Unless human beings get in the way and impede natural processes, recycling is the way of the world. Mother Nature not only abhors a vacuum, she also abhors waste: Elements are used and reused to form new organisms and new minerals. Bedsprings rust, flake, and stain the ground orange; paper rots and molders back into the earth from whence it came unless it is kept under a solid roof. Perishables perish unless they are preserved or kept refrigerated or frozen, and in the end, it’s “ashes to ashes and dust to dust” for us, unless a mortician gets to us first.


If we don’t protect our “durable goods” by keeping them clean and dry, we soon discover that some aren’t so durable after all. And therein lies the problem: Our dry, comfortable homes are designed to thwart this process of biodegradation, so we must take out the trash or smother under its weight.


It is certainly easy to throw unwanted items into the trash. Unfortunately, our landfills are filling up and nobody seems to want new landfills near their homes, nor do they want to live near garbage incinerators. Many brilliant people are working very hard to figure out how to create a zero discharge society in which nothing is thrown away permanently—everything is either reused, recycled, or composted. We humans have traveled very far toward making everything disposable; we have a long way to go before we return to our starting place, older, wiser, and less likely to toss our trash by the side of the road.
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