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The challenge is not to simplify life,
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PREFACE




“A place for everything, and everything all over the place.”


—Steve Pridgeon, writer





We nearly lost the battle.


My husband, Bob, and I were poised to spend ten years’ worth of vacation funds toward enlarging our house. The spoils of the Good Life had infiltrated the nooks and crannies of our home and taken charge. Clothes spilled from closets. Sports and camping gear, an army of linens, gardening paraphernalia, and the bits and pieces of two lifetimes were crowding us out.


But it wasn’t just stuff invading our world. There was too much of everything. We sandwiched jobs, family, friends, meetings, volunteering, home duties, and gardening into our frenetic lives. “God” became a word to express frustration and peace was a prize thwarted by the need to have it all. Yet life was fun.


For a while.


We gaily careened through our whirlwind lives until finally we lunged into spin cycle and tumbled out of control. That’s when we slammed on the brakes. Somehow our stuff, along with the daily hassles and spiritual minefields in our grab-and-run world, had squeezed us out. It wasn’t just the stuff around us that brought claustrophobic feelings but also invasive technology, information anxiety, nuisance noise, deadlines, decisions, and an overload of expectations. Negative feelings, toxic people, resentments, and worries created confusion. Somehow it all ended up on the kitchen table of life. Inside and out, clutter plagued us and threatened to control us.


Rather than earmark future earnings to build more room to house more stuff, we decided to take charge and cull what mattered from what didn’t. We yearned for a home that sheltered us from the hurly-burly. We wanted a life that reflected our deepest desires. The simple life was not our goal; we just wanted a less complicated one. We wanted more time for each other and those we love. So we pledged to separate what we really needed from what we thought we needed. But we didn’t want to abandon our comforts to take up a Walden-like existence—we liked our comfortable life. So where to begin?


William Morris, father of the British Arts and Crafts Movement and the darling of the 1880s carriage set, offered a message that still resonates today: Have nothing in your houses that is not useful or you do not believe to be beautiful. That seemed easy enough. The steak knives and Chinese tapestry stay; so do the best two of four bikes. But the second-generation computer and eight extra backpacks go, as does stuff that’s been packed away in the underwear drawers for so long it could inspire a career in archeology. And the trophy head of the Rocky Mountain goat Bob shot twenty years ago—beautiful? I think not! But that poor goat head still captivates Bob (it must be those big, brown, glassy eyes), so we retreated to negotiate that matter another day.


A painting bought on a whim twelve years ago—a constant reminder that I’d dropped too much cash on something I didn’t love then and don’t hang now—stirred regret, not joy. I slated that for auction. A bundle of faded hydrangeas from last year’s bloom lacked the appeal of the real thing. They went, too. We continued to ruthlessly attack the storage areas, bedrooms, and especially the garage, the holdall for hard-core clutter. It took much longer than we had expected, but we stood our ground and even gained some, especially when I dumped fourteen pairs of out-of-date shoes.


But our stuff is fertile—it reproduced overnight. Before the year was out, the house was clogged again. Feng shui expert Beth Skala suggested that we determine why we were tossing each item. “Is it something new we want in its place, or just clean, clear space? If you don’t make the choice, your subconscious makes it for you. Often that means replacing it with exactly the same thing.”


Aha, so that explains the seven pairs of new shoes—bought on sale, of course—crowded at the back of my closet.


Clutter also tells secrets. Denise Linn, author of Feng Shui for the Soul, wrote that a person’s possessions and how they are arranged reveals more than any résumé. Our homes and workplaces contain encoded information about us. The pictures we hang, the books on our shelves, and the music we play reveal clues about us. They can also be metaphors for what we desire. Model airplanes decorating a banker’s office could indicate that he’d rather be zooming over the Pacific. The teacher who animates her classroom with travel posters reveals an adventurous wanderlust. And Bob’s goat head? Hmmm.


With all this to consider, Bob and I replaced our haphazard interest to clear clutter with a renewed urge to purge. This time we devised a strategy. We’d chop the job into small bits: one room at a time, or if pressed for time, we’d tackle just a single drawer or closet. First, we attacked the kitchen.


Miles Davis crooned in the background as we downed a wee dram of Scotland’s finest to kick-start the event. Out came a box marked “Yard Sale,” another labeled “Charity,” and a third we called “Undecided.” Into the Yard Sale box went once-used quiche dishes. (Ouch!) Then followed a heart-shaped cake pan bought when the kids were small and two of the three can openers we owned. “I didn’t know I needed this until I saw it,” Bob said with a laugh, as he set a still-packaged electric knife into the Yard Sale box. I added fancy ice-cube molds, paper towel holders, and a hard-boiled egg slicer. The box soon swelled with discards.


As we continued to unclutter, we realized that our stuff was loaded with memories. Chucking the grungy frying pan Bob had taken camping in the years before mortgages and kids seemed like a logical move—to me. But parting with my pinwheel crystal sugar bowl, despite the fact that its lid was missing, was another matter. After a few tussles, we agreed we’d put some things aside for a second look another time.


We discovered that battling clutter isn’t a one-time thing but a continuous process. It requires a shift from impulsive acquisition to being mindful about what we bring into our home, minds, and hearts. It means pitching what doesn’t serve us and enhancing our lives to make room for what does. Most importantly, remaining uncluttered means examining our relationship with our stuff.


Living and working among useful, beautiful, or spiritually enhancing objects help make life productive and joyful. Letting go of negative emotions is just as important. Technology overload, environmental annoyances, money issues, time stress, guilt, resentments, and worry all clutter our lives just as piles of newspapers or packed attics do.


You won’t find all the culprits here, nor will you find all the answers, for your clutter is tailor-made. But Unclutter Your Life will inspire you to take control of your outer and inner environments. Like Monday morning washing, battling clutter is an ongoing challenge that can be mastered, and the payoff is a vibrant life filled with purpose, zest, and happiness.


This book contains twenty chapters of short, lively narratives divided into three sections: Physical Clutter, Mental Clutter, and Emotional Clutter. Each chapter identifies a single clutter culprit and presents ideas and solutions culled from well-known experts, friends, and my own experience. At the end of every chapter you’ll find a list of Clutter Busters that provides additional concrete strategies to wrestle that particular clutter demon. Resource books, organizations, and Web sites are listed at the end of the book in a handy Resources section.


Through sharing what I’ve learned in Unclutter Your Life I hope to inspire you to address the daily hassles that can fragment life. When we attack clutter with action, clarity, and a good spring-cleaning, creative potential is unleashed. This is my wish for you.


Live clutter-free,
K.G.


Victoria, Canada
2004
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SECTION ONE
Physical Clutter


The possessions in our world that do not have a purpose, do not reflect who we are, and do not enhance our lives aesthetically or spiritually.
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CHAPTER 1
Clutter: Trash or Treasures?




“Surely, there must be more to life than having everything.”


—Maurice Sendak, author





Even though my husband and I continually purge clutter from our home, we admit an awful truth: we’ll always be pack rats. I still find odd bits of string, screws, pens, flashlights, dog biscuits, and grocery coupons crammed into drawers. We still tell ourselves that those extra boots might come in handy someday and that the kids might want our extra camping gear. Bob is convinced that we should keep those empty bottles just in case we decide to craft our own wine. I still hoard unused picture frames.


Clutter is a personal made-to-measure sort of problem. But surely there’s a defining standard, a “clutter rule” of sorts. According to The Oxford Dictionary of Current English, clutter is “a crowded and untidy collection of things.” In her book, Clear Your Clutter with Feng Shui, Karen Kingston defined clutter as “things we don’t use or love, too many things in small spaces, and anything unfinished.” Clutter also extends beyond the physical and into our emotional and spiritual well-being, surfacing in negative, lifelimiting thoughts; relationships with toxic people; and disruptive or abusive situations.


Clutter affects how we feel. It shows no mercy as it clouds life with anxiety and frustration. The chaos that clutter creates can make us feel overwhelmed and defeated. It creates tension in relationships when things become lost or misplaced. Clutter eats up time as we search for shoes, keys, and lunch bags and it creates work as we shop for, clean, and manage our stuff. It costs us money as we insure, repair, and transport our precious goods and replace things we can’t find.


And clutter devours space. A survey by Royal Lepage, a Canadian realty company, indicated that six out of ten homeowners have garages and two-thirds of those are so crammed with clutter that the cars lose out.


So why do we clutter? Christy Best, a California-based professional organizer, said that we often don’t critically consider what comes into our homes. “Clutter just happens. Often the ‘just-incase’ excuse is at work.” I know what Ms. Best means. When Bob and I attacked our kitchen clutter we found multiple bottle openers, enough drink coasters to host the National Rugby Team, and knives we didn’t know we owned. “Keep a few items, but not a lifetime’s worth,” Ms. Best said. “If you let go of something you’re later in need of, chances are you’ll find a replacement.”


Karla Jones, a professional organizer in San Mateo, California, said that nostalgia also breeds clutter. “I know pack rats with cartons of souvenirs from trips they took thirty years ago. Others have programs from every concert they’ve attended and boxes stuffed with remnants of their childhoods, past careers, and love affairs. Holding on to these things keeps us in the past. We can strain our necks looking back.” Ms. Jones suggested that we keep a few tokens and let the rest go. “Why live with memories when every day holds new adventures? That’s where the richness of life is.”


What else drives the need to acquire and keep on acquiring? The love of things plagues pack rats who can’t resist the urge to buy more than they can use. “I’ve seen homes packed with new purchases—some still are in their shopping bags,” said Ms. Jones. For some, acquiring provides a sense of abundance. Like cozy feather comforters, possessions can give us a sense of belonging and a measure of status. With stuff around us, we feel lathered in prosperity and self-worth. Homes knee-deep in Sale Day clutter might ease a poverty mentality. But according to Noble Peace Prize winner Mahatma Gandhi, abundance is a state of mind—and accessible to everyone. He said that it flourishes not when we grasp and hoard but when we release what no longer serves us and open our lives to others.


An overabundance of material possessions might provide a barrier between ourselves and our feelings. Shopping provides a welcome diversion from dealing with life’s issues, especially painful ones. And as more stuff comes into our lives, it takes more time to organize, keeping us occupied and safely insulated from the outside world.


Clutter can be a way to send messages to others. Books, coats, shoes, school assignments, and the like trailing behind a teenager might signal her need for more personal space or power in the family. An overflowing office might tell clients we’re too busy for them or lead our bosses to pass us over for new projects. And who can entertain or host guests in a messy house?


Sometimes we hang on to stuff to honor the past. I once visited a home that was quite beautiful. Its large, graceful rooms were filled with family heirlooms, many dating back to the nineteenth century. But to the woman who lived there, they were pure clutter. “These things are clearly valuable,” she said, “but they don’t reflect who I am or the life I want to lead. They keep me stuck. I feel like I’m trapped in someone else’s life, yet I keep these things because I feel I have to.”


Then there are the collectors. Are they hoarding trash or harboring treasures? Michael Thompkins, a cognitive behavioral therapist in San Francisco, suggests that genuine collectors have a vision. “Legitimate collections have value and meaning. They are ordered and reflect a purpose. Collectors research and seek out particular objects. They exercise skill and knowledge. Pack rats keep everything—and lots of it.”


I once saw an amazing display of model commercial airplanes at the Great Falls, Montana airport. Barry Poletto began building this fleet as a hobby that is now thought to be the most extensive of its kind—too extensive for Barry’s home. “I probably have more than a thousand planes. I research and design each one to look exactly like the original.” He gave the collection to the airport when it outgrew the house. “I’m still making planes,” he confessed, “and it’s great to know that because they are out in the public, others enjoy them, too.”


Too many things create chaos and confusion. Feng shui experts agree that clutter stagnates chi, the energy that breathes life into our homes and offices. When chi is blocked, it creates imbalance. Chi wants to move freely through hallways and rooms, and it loves sun, fresh air, and unobstructed space. Carolyn, a freelance editor who lives in a small, one-bedroom apartment that doubles as her office, understands the importance of chi. Her home, though compact, has a spacious air. Carolyn has perfected the art of anti-clutter. She can find her keys in a flash and she knows what’s in each file folder. She has just enough of everything. Even though Carolyn’s life buzzes with everyday demands, she exudes a thoughtful, unhurried rhythm. Like her home, she is composed and relaxed. “I try to keep things flowing, releasing what I no longer need. For me there is joy in letting things go—knowing that someone else will use them. This contributes to harmony in my life and creates quiet in my mind and body.”


Clutter is capricious. It moves effortlessly from the physical world into our mental, emotional, and spiritual realms. But when we purge physical clutter, mental clutter goes with it and life becomes smoother and less frantic. With less clutter, Bob and I have more room for what really matters and some to spare. While we still have much to learn, we’re clear on a few important points:


[image: Image] Our possessions should be useful or, in our mind, beautiful.


[image: Image] Our possessions should enhance our physical, emotional, and spiritual environments.


[image: Image] Clutter sends messages and tells secrets.


[image: Image] Clutter can block opportunities by telling others we are disorganized or incapable.


[image: Image] Attachments to old stuff keep us from new pleasures.


[image: Image] Clearing clutter is a continual process.


[image: Image] Start immediately by not adding to your possessions. Resist bringing anything into your home that does not have a purpose, inspire you, or spiritually enhance your life.


[image: Image] Assess your priorities. The love of things can overshadow the love of life and people. Beware of nostalgia; things are just things.


[image: Image] Let go of guilt. Gifts you do not use and expensive mistakes can be clutter, too. Give them to others who can use and appreciate them.


[image: Image] Visualize the calm and in-control feeling clear space gives. I often flip through Jane Tidbury’s wonderful book Zen Style; Balance and Simplicity for Your Home to remind me of uncluttered rooms that exude peace and serenity.


[image: Image] Unclutter first, then organize—or you may fall into the trap of organizing clutter.


[image: Image] Analyze your pack-rat habits. Assess everything you haven’t used within the past year. Don’t overlook attics and storage cupboards.


[image: Image] Designate boxes for trash, charity, give away, yard sale, and consignment and put them in an accessible spot.


[image: Image] Begin with the obvious. Discard broken toys, unused appliances, outdated newspapers, magazines and brochures, orphaned shoes and gloves, and take-out food containers.


[image: Image] Attack one room at a time. Remove everything from each cupboard, closet, drawer, and shelf. Assess each item with these questions:


[image: Image] When did I last use this?


[image: Image] Is it outdated?


[image: Image] Is it still relevant in my life?


[image: Image] Does it make me feel good?


[image: Image] Do I have more than one?


[image: Image] Do I really need it? Why?


[image: Image] Will my life change if I let this go?


[image: Image] Keep just those items that have a definite purpose. Designate an undecided box for the maybes.


[image: Image] Every item, needs a proper and logical home. Objects in the wrong place become clutter magnets. Remove stuff from the floors, under furniture, and behind doors.


[image: Image] Dispose of your clutter immediately. Otherwise it will creep back in.


[image: Image] Take time each day to unclutter, even if it’s just while the tea is steeping. Uncluttering a single kitchen drawer, a shelf in a bedroom, or the closet can take just a few minutes. So does going through your purse or wallet, cleaning out the trunk of the car, or gathering outdated newspapers and magazines.


[image: Image] If the process of uncluttering overwhelms you, get help. See Resources for professional organizers in your area.








CHAPTER 2
Closet Clutter




“Getting rid of old clothes is like shedding old skin.”


—Carol Hathaway, psychologist





Wardrobe consultant Shai Thompson peered into my crammed-to-the-hilt closet. It resembled a magician’s trunk—eclectic, colorful, and full of multiple personalities—and it overwhelmed me. While there was plenty in my closet, I often felt as though I had little to wear. Rather than rummaging through all my stuff, I would grab the old usuals and throw them on. Stuff I hadn’t worn in ages jostled for space with well-loved regulars. It wasn’t that I suffered from shop-till-you-drop syndrome, nor did I prowl the malls when life demanded a diversion. I just didn’t throw anything out, and I couldn’t resist digging for treasures in consignment stores. As never-ending bargains jammed my closet, my clothes and my mind swirled in a frenzy of confusion.


My savvy stepdaughter, Holly, had tried to help. “You gotta know the difference between fashion and fad. Some things are just for one season. Buy them cheap, and when they aren’t fun anymore, out they go. Don’t hang on to them,” this fountain of twenty-something wisdom had said. “Sure, styles might return—like the bell-bottom jeans you guys wore in the seventies—but when they do, it’s with a twist. You just can’t fake fashion. Trust me.”


I did. At least that’s what I’d told her.


Yet I still owned suits that had lost their cachet a decade ago. And there were things I didn’t wear because I couldn’t—like the hip-hugging skirt that was snug when I’d bought it and impossible to squeeze into now. But because it was sooo beautiful it sat, tucked away on a shelf, wrapped in layers of guilt, two sizes too small, two decades later.
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