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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book contains material on laundering and the use and care of fabrics in the home originally published in Home Comforts: The Art & Science of Keeping House (1999), a general work on housekeeping nearly 900 pages long. Laundry unites in one convenient volume the long segment of Home Comforts called “Cloth”—which was devoted entirely to laundering, laundry products, and fabrics and fibers—with related discussions from other parts of Home Comforts on subjects ranging from mending to bed linens and carpets.

The material has been updated where recent developments have required changes in the original. I have also written a new introduction and a new chapter, expanded the index, here and there reorganized for increased clarity, and made other changes throughout, all with the goal of creating a comprehensive, practical, humane, and readable book on modern home laundering and the domestic use and care of cloth and linens.


PREFACE
How to Do the Laundry

Laundering is easily explained. Indeed, the basic steps of laundering have not changed for at least a century and a half.

Every week or so, when enough of your clothes and linens are soiled to make doing a wash worthwhile, you gather them all together in one place and separate them into loads, or heaps on the floor, of items that can safely receive similar laundering. Paying attention to fiber content and care labels, you sort them according to their color and dye-fastness, the type of cloth they are made of and the way they are made—their sturdiness or fragility—how dirty they are and what the dirt is, and other characteristics, watching out for stains and especially hard-to-remove soil as you go. These difficult spots you treat immediately, either with liquid detergent, a paste of detergent powder and water, or a product specially manufactured for the purpose. Once the loads are separated and stains treated, you wash the clothes in sudsy water that is cool, warm, or hot, depending on the kind of cloth. Sometimes, one or more garments need hand-washing, whether because they are so delicate or because they are not colorfast or are prone to shrinking or for some other reason. Most, however, you wash in your washing machine, one load after another. Then you dry each load, either in your dryer or on a clothesline, drying rack, or hanger. After the laundry is dry, some people will iron wrinkled things smooth. Garments and linens that will not be ironed—all of them, in many households—are hung or folded. All are then replaced in closets and drawers or on shelves, ready to be used again. At regular intervals, you repeat this series of steps—storing, using, gathering, sorting, washing, drying, ironing and folding, restoring. It’s simple.

Why, then, is this book more than four hundred pages long? Because each of these steps is a place where you can trip. The potential causes and kinds of missteps are remarkably numerous, and there are countless opportunities to fine-tune your methods. The more you know and the greater your experience, the fewer money-, time-, and labor-consuming errors you will make. A book like this cannot confidently claim to have included every fact or technique that someone might look for, but its pages are crammed with facts, some for beginners and others for experts, that will be useful in someone’s laundry. No one needs to know all of them. Many are about fabrics or linens or clothes or laundry facilities completely unlike yours. Some are geared toward standards that are irrelevant to your circumstances or possessions. For just as good cooking includes everything from hamburgers on your grill to Julia Child’s Crêpes Gourées et Flambées, so laundering can be done either in a perfectly satisfying rough-and-ready way or with elegant finesse—or something in between. What is best for your household depends on your own time, resources, needs, tastes, tolerances, goals, and belongings.


INTRODUCTION

Laundering is part of everyone’s life because clothes and linens are indispensable to comfort, health, and beauty. In spite of this, a massive de-skilling of the population in matters of cloth and its domestic care began in the last decades of the twentieth century and continues at an accelerating pace today. This is a trend worth resisting.

Contrary to nudist fantasy, the clothed body, in all but a very few circumstances, is more comfortable than the naked one. In hot weather, cloth prevents perspiration from irritating your skin and running into your eyes and mouth. A sweaty-wet cotton T-shirt cools you more than going shirtless, and it also protects you from sunburn. Clothes, after all, are ingeniously engineered cloth constructions designed to guard us from the discomforts of our environment: frostbite, scratches, bruises, mosquito bites, poison ivy, splinters, and a thousand other hazards. What we wear can simultaneously shield us against unwanted looks and touches and entice wanted ones. We wrap ourselves in cloth to stay warm and comfortable during the long hours of sleep, we lay it on our floors and wrap it around our furniture to cushion our limbs and feet while walking and sitting, and we drape our windows with it to regulate light and air for our comfort. Cloth does all this for us, and at the same time it is an astonishingly fertile means of expression for our aspirations to beauty, sociability, and individuality in our lives.

Because clothes and other fabrics are among our most intimate and prized possessions, the old maxim, who loves the end loves the means, applies forcefully to the arts of caring for and choosing cloth goods. Everyone, no matter how rich or poor or domestically uninclined, can not only benefit from acquiring laundry skills and learning about fabrics but will also find considerable satisfaction in doing so.

Appalachian Know-How

My interest in the subject of laundering and cloth comes from home, which for the greater part of my childhood was a farm in Greene County, in the southwestern, rural Appalachian part of Pennsylvania. This region was in many respects “backward,” and we children were taught so in school. All through the fifties, when, we learned, much of the nation was suburban, affluent, automated, and leisurely, we seemed stuck in the nineteenth century. Television reception in the hills was spotty to nonexistent. Outhouses were still common. My best friend had an outhouse and no bathroom—let alone a laundry room—and her mother did the wash by hand in a tub. In my own great-grandmother’s house, there was no running water except what was provided by a pump that sat in the middle of her kitchen, with one of those handles you jacked up and down until the water gushed.

My mother had an agitating washing machine with an electric-powered wringer that you fed clothes into by hand. My grandmother and great-grandmother, however, did laundry almost the same way that people did in the nineteenth century, in tubs in the cellar, except that they also had electric wringers—dangerous, hungry beasts that tended to pull in and crush hands and fingers along with sheets and shirts. But the automatic wringers were enormously laborsaving, which you will appreciate if you will try, with unaided muscles, to wring just one sopping bedsheet or bath towel dry enough that it does not drip.

The night before wash day, my grandmother gathered tough-to-clean items, such as work and play clothes, and put them to soak in hot sudsy water. On Monday morning, she separated the rest of the laundry into loads, looking out for stains; she used milk on ink, rubbed grease spots with sand, and cleared fruit stains with lemon juice. After attending to stains, she put the loads into a tub of hot sudsy water in which stood a washboard. There they soaked for a while; then she scrubbed them by hand or stirred and beat them with a stick. After the clothes were washed (and bleached and blued) and wrung, she put them in the rinse tubs, then through the wringers again. Finally, shirts, cotton dresses and skirts, and handkerchiefs were dipped in the starch tub (which contained powdered starch dissolved in boiled water—in increasing amounts depending on the degree of stiffness desired). I learned how to do all this on summer Mondays, helping mother or grandmother through the wash, so that on sunny days our backyard, like those of all other respectable citizens, were aflap with snowy sheets and colorful shirts on clotheslines. In a rainy spell or in winter, they hung on lines strung in the cellars, which were dark, airless, and humid even without wet laundry.

Was this fun? No, indeed. It was quite as cheerless and exhausting as it sounds. You don’t know dreary if you have never had to slither between cold, wet sheets hanging in a dank, dark, moldy cellar. Supper on Monday night was always Sunday leftovers because the labor of laundering, in addition to all the other necessary chores of farm life and child care, left no time or energy for fresh cooking. I hated wash day. Everyone did. In the nineteenth century, they called it “Blue Monday.” Monday was wash day because laundering, followed by ironing, was so physically draining that it was best to do it immediately following the Sabbath rest.

But mine was not a normal childhood of the fifties, when, as I was enviously aware, the more typical family watched Leave It to Beaver at its leisure while the laundry happily tumbled and swished in fully automatic washers and dryers. Even a few of my more fortunate Greene County friends had those machines. In 1957, my grandmother was the first in the family to acquire an automatic dryer, and I remember eight or nine of us crowding into the kitchen to examine this marvel. In the 1960s, we, too, finally had big gleaming-white machines, washer and dryer both, churning and rumbling in a real laundry room located not in the cellar but in a warm, airy light nook on the ground floor. As a teenager, I appreciated the blessings of household laundry automation with the same level of fervor that a nineteenth-century housewife might have. I took pleasure in the ease of the modern methods that had conquered the beast and its dismal reign of exhaustion, bone-crushing wringers, and clothes that turned moldy in the damp cellar before they dried.

When my family moved on to modern suburban and urban life, like so many others who had made that journey before us, we took with us what we knew, and we really understood what modern laundry technology was saving us from. Having used our muscles to do what the machines did under those metal lids, we knew intimately the effects of soaking, the difficulties of removing blood and grease, what makes things look white and what fades dyes, and what cold and warm or hot temperatures do to various kinds of cloth. Perhaps surprisingly, we also knew about laundry chemicals—when you would need acid, when base, when a solvent—because we had relied heavily on these to reduce our labor. We understood the difference between detergents and soap, Tide versus Rinso and Ivory Snow flakes. We knew about hard water and water softeners and bleaches. On our cellar shelves, we had stored gentle soap (both cake and flakes) and a cake of harsh soap, a mild and a strong detergent, washing soda, chlorine bleach, mineral spirits or a drycleaning solvent, ammonia, powdered bluing, and powdered starch. For gentle acids (lemon or white vinegar), we ran up to the kitchen, for rubbing alcohol, up to the bathroom.

To all this, we added the general knowledge of fabrics and fibers that were common in a sewing society that was, in some instances, only a generation or two removed from cloth-making in the home. My own maternal grandmother used linen sheets that she had woven and hemmed as a girl in Italy. In Greene County, some attics still held spinning wheels, insurance against the time when disaster might require us to make cloth again. My girlfriends and I learned to embroider, sew, and knit early in childhood. Our absolute favorite pastime, into which we poured extraordinary passion, was making doll clothes. In the process of stitching up hundreds of sometimes gorgeous, occasionally ingenious little garments, we developed a comfortable, intuitive knowledge about fabrics, fibers, finishes and weaves, and thread counts—what worked and what did not, and what we had to ask for at the company store when we went with our dimes and quarters to buy pretty scraps of cloth: best quality muslin 140 thread count, 180 percale, polished cotton, new wool, size 50 mercerized thread, a book of sharps, a paper of pins.

Because we had grown up learning the basics of fibers, weaves, finishes, and dyes, we all eventually developed an easy acquaintance with the effects on these of different laundry products and procedures. Such knowledge was then part of ordinary adult competence for most women and many men. For each person, it amounted to a private patchwork of what their parents taught them, bits of science picked up here and there, and countless private experiences and observations. Subjective considerations—such as whether you or a family member perspired more or less or tended to feel warmer or cooler than others, or had more or less sensitive skin—factored subtly into the choices of dress, bed linens, and furnishings. Cultural considerations, what you got used to in your home and society, also entered in, usually unconsciously. The Inuit’s habitual and accustomed comfort requires something different from ours, even when we happen to live in the same climate. Because skill in using and caring for cloth interweaves so much that is subjective and traditional with hard, objective facts, it is as much art as science.

Of course, we can learn many useful facts from scientific experts on textiles, fabric design, chemistry, or home economics. But scientific facts, indispensable as they are, are unavoidably put to use through a medium of private taste, household traditions, and domestic habits that are passed down and around over generations. Ultimately, the real experts on home laundering are home launderers, and it is as likely to be true today as it was a hundred years ago that home laundering gives most people better results than professional laundering.

Little that people knew about laundering and home fabrics fifty years ago is out-of-date today. Some new fibers and fabric finishes have been introduced, but with few exceptions the old ones, those your grandparents and great-grandparents used, are also still in common use today. What is really new and different are our machines and tools, the scientific technology that changes how we use what we know and permits us to launder and care for treasured and important cloth possessions without physical strain.

Today, aside from cooking, which I like almost too much to consider work, laundering is my favorite kind of housework. It requires just enough physical involvement to give the satisfying and all-too-uncommon experience of work that unites head and hand. Ninety percent of laundering success is knowledge and experience; 10 percent is physical action and skill. It is sensually pleasing, with its snowy, sweet-smelling suds, warm water, and lovely look and feel of fabric folded or ironed, smooth and gleaming. Best of all is the anticipation of feeling good or looking good in garments and linens restored to freshness and attractiveness through one’s own competence and diligence. And during most of the work, especially folding and ironing, you can permit your mind to wander among its own thoughts or you can listen to music or the news or books on tape. You have a chance to enjoy quiet entertainment while being productive. These modest, quiet, private pleasures are valuable even though they are nothing that there ever could—or should—be a buzz about. Nor should we permit advertisers and marketers to invade or exploit this or any arena of domestic life by making it a matter of fashion, display, and buying. Expensive laundry products, machines, aids, and facilities can be attractive and fun to own, but, if you cannot afford them, remember: They are not in the least necessary for doing the laundry well and taking pleasure in the work.

How to Use This Book

In the chapters that follow, I record, enlarge, and occasionally correct the learning about fabrics, fibers, and laundering that came to me from my parents and grandparents. I pass on my own family tradition especially for the benefit of those who did not learn one in their own home. But the book is also for those who did absorb a family tradition and win enjoy supplementing and comparing theirs with someone else’s. And I include up-to-date facts about laundering and new kinds of cloth that will be useful to everyone, whether novices or experts, who would like to increase their knowledge without resorting to forbidding texts full of diagrams, jargon, and chemical terms.

This book is not intended to serve as a miscellaneous collection of tips and hints. Although you will find hundreds of tips in it, the book is structured as a book of systematic explanations, of fundamentals, whys and wherefores, and unabbreviated ways of doing things. Briefer, more casual approaches to the subject have their uses and their place, but my goal is to provide a thorough home reference book for people who like to know why. Tips and hints are used most successfully by those who are most knowledgeable because they can fit the tip into an organized mental context. The person who best wings it, the one who invents the most efficient and fastest shortcuts, is the expert, the experienced hand—not the beginner.

Laundry is divided into three parts. Each part, indeed each chapter, can be read separately, or you can read the book straight through, as you wish. The book is designed to be used both as a reference work, permitting a reader to dip in here or there at will, or, for people who like to read about housekeeping (the way some people like to read about food or travel), as a unified, connected exposition. To find the subject you are interested in, check the Contents or look it up in the Index. In any event, I suggest you read through the Contents and leaf casually through the book just to get a feeling for the way it works.

In Part I, I explain laundering, starting with gathering, storing, sorting into loads, and a discussion of care labels (how far they can or should be disregarded), then progressing through washing, drying, ironing, and folding. Machine and hand-washing, and machine, clothesline, and other methods of drying are all covered, along with the pros and cons of relying on commercial laundries or hired help in the home. These chapters also include a great deal of advice on stain removal; the chemicals of the laundry (laundry detergents, bleaches, softeners, and other products); sanitizing (killing germs, mites, and nits); laundering tricky items; and common laundering problems and their causes and cures.

Part II is about using and storing certain kinds of fabric goods in the home. I begin with some general guidelines on selecting household fabrics. Bed linens and bed dressing are thoroughly discussed, including information on which fibers, weaves, and thread counts in sheets are most comfortable, durable, and launderable, and such useful details as standard dimensions of table and bed linens. I try to arm the reader against some expensive and countercomfort fads in buying and using contemporary linens. Choosing and caring for textile furnishings—upholstery, draperies, and rugs—are also covered, along with some simple methods of mending. In the final chapter, I offer suggestions on keeping good closets for clothes and linens.

In Part III, I explain the basics about cloth and textile fibers. I canvas all common weaves and fabric types—from plain weave, twill, and satin to houndstooth, crepe, gingham, poplin, serge, batiste and lawn, oxford cloth, and more—teaching how to name and identify them and to know which is better for given purposes. In Part III, you will also find a description of each type of fiber commonly used in clothes, linens, and home furnishings—cotton, linen, silk, wool, hemp, and other natural fibers along with polyester, nylon, the rayons, and the rest of the synthetic and man-made fibers. For each type of fiber, I provide information on judging quality, comfort, rational uses, typical weaknesses and strong points, and detailed care characteristics. In addition, Part III includes simple explanations of the finishes and dyes fabrics are subjected to, and how these affect their laundering and care as well as their suitability in various uses.

Let me caution readers against deciding too quickly that the material in Part III does not interest them. It contains much useful lore about things you love. Did you know that wool actually warms when wet? Did you know that resin treatments that make cottons less wrinkly also weaken them so that they wear out faster? Part III provides a great deal of similar information that is useful, even indispensable, in the laundry. And, I hope, it also helps to reawaken us to the part of the physical world that we experience most intimately—on our skin—and reacquaints us with it in a way that makes us more at home in our homes.


PART I


[image: Image]
ABOUT LAUNDERING



1
Gathering, Storing, and Sorting Laundry



Laundering at home vs. sending out the laundry … Reducing the amount of laundry in your home … Scheduling; how often you should launder; laundry day … Deciding when clothes need washing; clothes hampers … Why we sort before laundering … Care labels; the rules of sorting; sorting by washing method, color, level of soil, potential for damage; compromises in sorting … What counts as white; more about sorting colors; bleaches … How to test for colorfastness … Pretreating and other prewash preparations



The automated home laundry is a great boon to comfort and happiness. Yet more and more people, caught in the terrible time-squeeze of the modern home, think of it only with abhorrence. I suspect they have not thought through the drop in their standard of living that would follow if all the fabrics in their home had to be sent out for laundering. In any event, like so many other kinds of modern housework, home laundering is much more a matter of knowing than of doing a lot. Once you know how, home laundering is little trouble and provides great benefits.

Should You Send Out the Laundry?

Centuries ago, well-to-do city dwellers sent their laundry to the country, where there were rivers to wash it and fields in which to spread it in the sun for drying and bleaching. Aristocratic French families at the end of the seventeenth century sent their soiled linens all the way to the sunny Caribbean for laundering. By 1900, the custom of sending the laundry out (or sometimes of having a laundress come do it) had been adopted by other classes and was widespread. This system had some inconveniences—lost or poorly laundered clothes, damage, stains, clothes and linens that could not be used because they were away being laundered—but these were overridden by its great benefits. One hundred years ago, laundering was highly labor-intensive and required elaborate facilities for washing and drying, including boilers, wringers, and mangles, a whole collection of irons and ironing equipment, drying contraptions of various sorts, and ample space indoors and out. Few city families could supply all this muscle power, time, equipment, and space—or know-how—so out went the laundry, or, in some cases, in came the poor laundry women.

Then came automatic washing machines and other improvements for home laundries, and the private home again took on sole responsibility for the job. Commercial laundries disappeared by the hundreds. That is why some feminists who wish to relieve women of the burdens of housekeeping have bitterly complained that home laundering is a case of a battle once won and then lost again. The calls for once more giving up home laundering, now that women have gone out to work in such numbers, have become louder and louder. In my view, home laundering is so easy, convenient, inexpensive, and successful that it is here to stay for most of us. For some, however, sending it out would be the best thing to do.

If you are single and working long hours or are part of a two-career family with children, you may sometimes find that this is a good choice for you. I know from experience that when you are tired and stressed from work, nothing cheers you up like someone delivering bundles of crisp, clean laundry. I also know from experience, however, that commercial laundries do not do nearly as good a job as you can at home, cause much faster wearing and fading of clothes and linens, and will rarely give the individual attention to cherished garments or expensive linens that you will. Commercial laundering means that you have to give up either having especially nice things or trying to keep them looking good, and you suffer the same inconveniences it caused a century ago. The garment you desperately need for a trip cannot be retrieved from the bowels of the laundry establishment until the appointed day, and even then maybe not. Special sheets or extra towels unexpectedly needed for company may be gone. Cracked buttons, discoloration, fading, and loss are still common.

The greatest problem for most people, however, is the large expense of sending the laundry out. It costs much, much more than doing the wash at home, even when the laundering services are mediocre. To have it done with anything approaching the delicate attention to individual garments and laundry problems that can be offered at home costs more than most people, even some who are relatively well off, can afford. (Because dry cleaning costs even more than commercial laundering, most of us choose some kind of laundering over dry cleaning whenever possible.)

Many people can afford the occasional use of good commercial laundries, however, and taking advantage of this possibility when you must work extra-long hours or when you or your children are sick or when there is a series of meetings you must attend at the time when you would ordinarily be laundering, can be such a boon that it is worth dipping into your emergency nest egg for this service now and then. Using commercial laundries only occasionally rather than regularly has the additional advantage that it causes less overall wear and tear on your clothes than habitual commercial laundering. Another option is to use commercial laundering services for some portion of your laundry; dress shirts are the classic choice here because they almost always require heavy ironing. Just sending out the shirts saves a significant amount of time and causes a minimum of inconvenience. (But be sure to stock more shirts in the wardrobe than you would find necessary if you were doing them at home.)

You can also have someone come to your home to do your laundry, but you must take care to pick a conscientious person who knows how to do it, for the damage caused by sloppy or ignorant laundering can be immense. You might try asking the prospective employee to describe his or her laundering procedures. Questions about care labels, bleaches, permanent-press cycles, and drying temperatures tend to smoke out areas of ignorance. Even when you hire someone who understands laundry basics, however, you cannot expect the same kind of knowledge and attention you would give the task yourself; nor can you expect to pass along everything you know—about your clothes, linens, and fabrics as well as about laundering—especially if you have limited time to devote to training someone. And if you are going to sort, pretreat, and do a few hand-washables yourself, you are not going to save much time by having someone else do the rest, which, after all, does not take much time. What it takes is your being at home for a few hours at a stretch so that you can change loads and remove loads from the dryer. You can be doing many other things while the laundry proceeds.




You can reduce the amount of laundry you have to do each week by taking any or all of the following steps:

Hang towels to dry carefully after each use.

Instead of putting lightly worn outer garments in the clothes hamper, spot-clean them (if necessary), let them air, and hang or fold them neatly.

Wear T-shirts, dress shields, camisoles, or slips under shirts, blouses, and dresses.

When you clean, cook, or do other messy jobs, protect clothing with smocks or aprons.

Use good bed manners to save laundering of bed linens and blankets: Avoid lying or sitting on the bed wearing street clothes; and always wash at least your face and hands before getting into bed. Make up your bed in the traditional way described in chapter 15, “Beds and Bedding,” pages 213-20.





There are many people who truly cannot manage to be at home for a few hours. More often, however, the hours are available, but doing the laundry is felt to be a strain and a bother in a busy life. When this is the case, the cause is often a lack of experience and know-how combined with the absence of a routine that includes laundering. Habitual conduct takes the least effort, and doing what is habitual soothes rather than stresses. Know-how reduces the amount of attention a task takes and the amount of annoyance you experience in carrying it out, which enables you to focus on other things. Know-how in laundering also enables you to make the things you care about look good and last long.

Scheduling


“Ain’t no use havin’ soap an’ water if you ain’t got my ingredient. … I’ll whisper it…. It’s … dirt…. Get it? … D-I-R-T. Dirt.”

—UNCLE BALDWIN IN WALT KELLY’S Pogo



Laundry Day: How Often Should You Launder? In most households, doing laundry only once or twice a week is more effective and efficient than doing a load or two every day, and that is because the first step in preparing to do laundry is to accumulate an adequate stock of dirty clothes and linens to wash. It is inefficient and ineffective to run washers and dryers with very small loads; clothes come cleaner if washed in medium or larger loads and if articles of different sizes, large and small, are mixed loosely together in a load. (See chapter 4, “Laundering,” page 56.) This sort of mix will also help prevent the load from becoming unbalanced. (When the load becomes unbalanced, the washing machine may automatically shut down or dance wildly across the floor.) Clothes dry faster, too, if the dryer has at least a medium fill. Moreover, if you wait until a good stock is accumulated, you will have fewer temptations to give some items improper treatment by washing them with a load of dissimilar items.

On the other hand, the accumulation of laundry should be small enough to be completed in a reasonable amount of time, and each laundry day should be fairly close in time to the last one—a week or less. The longer the dirt stays on fabrics, the harder it is to remove. In many instances, articles should receive interim treatment to prevent permanent staining or discoloration. Dirt, particularly perspiration and many food stains, also weakens fabrics, causing them to deteriorate, fade, or turn yellow. Mildew and odor are more likely to develop if laundry sits unwashed for a while; mildew can permanently discolor fabrics. And, of course, the sooner the laundry is washed, the sooner the clothes and linens are available for using again.

Choosing one day a week when most of the laundry is always done will go far toward making laundry easier to do while keeping life pleasant and orderly. One may choose to do a smaller wash of similar items on a second washing day—say, toddlers’ clothes or towels and linens or other items requiring relatively uncomplicated treatment.

Households in which all adults work full-time out of the home may prefer to have two laundry days (or evenings), a major and a minor one, or in households with lots of laundry, two roughly equal laundry days. If you are going to have two laundering days, you may help yourself to stay organized by doing a different kind of laundry on each day—for example, towels and linens on one, clothing on the other. Cleaning day, when you strip the beds and put out fresh towels, is also a good day to wash towels, sheets, tea towels, table-cloths, and other household linens. Clothes may be better done on a separate laundering day from linens and towels because they are usually more complicated to sort and tend to. If you do any ironing, you will find you stay more organized, and the clothes stay fresher, if you do it as soon as possible after washing, or even while you are washing.

It is possible to do small amounts of laundry several times a week or every day. This system actually tends to work best in large, highly organized households, particularly those in which someone stays home to keep house. But it also tends to be adopted as a kind of default system in more disorganized households where no one stays home. Frequent laundering geared to the needs of the day makes it hard to get properly sorted and balanced loads. Besides, this method never gives one a sense of repose, freedom from an accomplished chore. Nor does it lead one to form expectations and habits in accordance with what clothes and linens will be available for use at a given time. And because it requires you to attend to the laundry so frequently, it is a system that tends to break down, creating disorder and crisis and more frustration. The system of doing laundry once or twice a week depends on having a stock of clothes and linens that will last a week and be adequate for occasional emergencies as well—but this is usually a condition easily met in the era of inexpensive fabrics. Some people manage to have even fewer, but longer, laundry days by stocking extra-large quantities of clothes and linens, a satisfactory procedure so long as proper stain-removal procedures and pretreatments are used on stored soiled clothes. Centuries ago, the difficulties of laundering meant that in some large, wealthy households linens were washed only annually or semiannually. These households held astonishing stores of linens, dozens of sheets and tablecloths, for this was necessary to get from one rare laundering day to the next. (See chapter 15, “Beds and Bedding,” for a discussion of adequate stocks of linens in modern households.)




An overall routine for the care and cleaning of clothes, linens, and other fabrics in the home might or might not resemble the one below. Use anything that works for your home, and ignore the rest.

DAILY

Put soiled clothes in hamper and hang up or fold worn but still wearable clothes

Put out fresh kitchen linens (dish towels, dishcloths, tablecloths, napkins) if necessary

Check bathroom towels and change if soiled or not fresh-smelling

WEEKLY

Change bed linens and bathroom towels

Do laundry

Do one minilaundering (in households that prefer two laundering days)

Iron (if you iron)

Send out and pick up dry cleaning

MONTHLY, SEASONALLY, OR INTERMITTENTLY

Change and launder underbedding (mattress covers and pillow protectors or under-covers) and washable covers, comforters, quilts, and blankets that you leave on the bed while you sleep

Dry-clean nonwashable spreads and covers

Wash or sun and air pillows

Briefly straighten up closets

SEMIANNUALLY OR ANNUALLY

Dry-clean nonwashable blankets, quilts, comforters, and spreads (or more often, as needed)

Remove out-of-season clothing from closet, clean and store it, replace with seasonal clothing (in spring and fall)

Give or throw away or make into rags unused or worn-out clothing, linens

Shampoo rugs, upholstery, and throw pillows

Wash or dry-clean curtains and draperies





Gathering and Storing

When Do Clothes Need Washing? All new clothes, sheets, and other household fabrics that are launderable should be washed once before they are used. After this, wash launderable clothes, linens, and household textiles when they look, feel, or smell dirty. Even if they look fine, you should launder them if you know that they have accumulated dirt and dust, because particulate dirt and dust will contribute to wearing them out. Particles of dust cut into cloth like tiny knives, weakening it and rendering it susceptible to holes and tears. Perspiration, food, and other substances that get on clothes during wear cause deterioration or discoloration in many fabrics.

On the other hand, because laundering and dry cleaning also age cloth, you should avoid resorting to them too frequently. Most of us today do tend to over-launder simply because laundering is so easy; children find it much easier to deposit a barely worn garment in a laundry hamper than to hang it nicely for airing or fold it neatly for the shelf. Of course, if you have perspired heavily in a garment, you must wash it before wearing it again, and what used to be called “body linen”—underwear and other intimate clothing—always needs washing after just one wear. But if you get a spot on a fresh garment, try washing or cleaning off just the spot with plain water or a commercial spot remover or a cleaning fluid (unless the garment is a silk or other fabric that may water-spot or unless the spot cleaning may leave a ring or faded spot—test your procedure first in an inconspicuous area). And rather than throw the shirt you wore for an hour into the laundry hamper, put it on a hanger and let it air, then replace it in your closet for wearing again. Brush and air clothes and blankets, especially woolens, after use. Sometimes you can simply wipe down wools and synthetics with a barely damp, white, nonlinting cloth to keep them clean longer. (If you do this, be sure to air them until they are absolutely dry before replacing them in drawers or closets.) Wear T-shirts under dress shirts, and use camisoles, slips, or dress shields under blouses and dresses. By these means, you can often keep launderable garments free of visible soil and heavy perspiration so that they remain fresh enough for two or more wearings before laundering. If you are on a tight budget, all this is even more important for clothes that must be dry-cleaned.

Clothes Hampers. As clothes and linens become soiled through regular use, collect them in a clothes hamper or other receptacle. Let towels and other damp articles dry before you put them into the hamper, and place the hamper in a dry room, not in the bathroom (unless you have a bath suite with a dry room separate from the shower and tub). Stored damp laundry may mildew or become malodorous, and the odor can taint the air in the room where they are stored. Gathering soiled laundry in an airy container, such as a wicker or woven basket or hamper, will help avoid this problem. (You can sprinkle baking soda in a hamper to deodorize it as well; the soda can go right into the washing machine, as it is a gentle detergent booster.) Lidded baskets of wicker or similar material with a polyurethane coating are a good choice for hampers; air can enter through the interstices, and the smooth coating protects clothes from being snagged and the container itself from being damaged by moisture.

Very greasy, muddy, or heavily soiled clothing should be stored separately if there is any danger of the soil getting on other articles in the hamper. Fine and delicate items should also be stored separately for laundering so as to avoid their coming into contact with soil, odors, snags, or anything else that might harm them. A smooth cloth sack that will breathe and can be hung in some convenient place (not your clothes closet) works best. Later on, these items are laundered separately to protect them from harsher cleaning methods that they will not easily withstand.

Sorting the Laundry


The laundry-maid should commence her labours on Monday morning by a careful examination of the articles committed to her care, and enter them in the washing-book; separating the white linen and collars, sheets and body-linen into one heap, fine muslins into another, coloured cotton and linen fabrics into a third, woollens into a fourth, and the coarser kitchen and other greasy cloth into a fifth. Every article should be examined for ink or grease spots, or for fruit or wine-stains.

—Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management, 1861



Why Sort? Sorting is the process of separating soiled clothes and linens into heaps or piles such that all the articles in a pile can safely receive similar laundry treatment—similar washing methods, washing products, water temperature, washing vigor and duration, and, usually, drying methods, times, and temperatures. Sorting the laundry has become more complicated than it was for Mrs. Beeton (who wrote what became the bible of British housekeeping for more than half a century) because there are new fibers, finishes, and fabric constructions to deal with. Even care labels may seem to complicate matters instead of simplifying them. I recently counted ten different sets of laundry directions included on the care labels of the clothes included in one medium-sized load (out of three loads washed that day in my home). Drying instructions add even more complications. If you tried to obey each care label to the letter, you might end up with thirty or forty laundry loads on every laundry day. As a result of these complications, a kind of minicrisis of sorting has developed in which the old rules no longer seem to work, and the standard consequence of a breakdown in rules and values has ensued: the youth have become skeptical and nihilistic. They do not believe it is possible to figure it all out. They do not sort their clothes for laundering, and they sneer that sorting makes no difference.

But they are wrong. You can still figure out how to sort, and if you don’t sort, over time your clothes will suffer the subtle or not-so-subtle bleeding of dyes that turns all light-colored clothes dull pink or dingy gray, along with shrinking, pilling, tearing, and other problems. Damage can be mild or immense. The bad effects of undesirable laundering habits are often cumulative and long-term. You will not necessarily see them at once; they may appear over weeks and months. Some people know very well what is the cause of their pink undershorts and towels and sheets of uniform dinginess, but they believe that their time is so short that bright, attractive colors, good fit, and unpilled knits are luxuries that they cannot afford. Doing laundry well, however, takes little more time than doing it poorly, and endless shopping to replace goods that prematurely look bad or function badly takes far more time in the long run. Besides, when you find something you like, you want it to last. Most of us cannot afford to buy whatever we want whenever we want it, even assuming that another shirt just like the ruined one could be found.

Care Labels. Chapter 2, “Carefully Disregarding Care Labels,” tells you how to interpret and follow care labels and provides explanations of terms and symbols used on care labels. Sorting clothes properly requires knowing what their care labels say. The care label warns you against procedures that will likely do damage and tells you a safe way to clean the garment. If reading a lot of care labels seems onerous and you are not accustomed to it, be assured that as you gain experience, you come to know your own clothes and linens. Eventually, you will read care labels only when you first buy and launder things, as you get into the habit of keeping this kind of information in mind. If you, like me, choose to second-guess care labels, it is virtually guaranteed that sooner or later you are going to wreck something. Ignoring care labels has led me to turn a crisp linen suit into a limp rag and to shrink a chic rayon/acetate crepe dress so severely that I was unable to pull it on over my shoulders. When this happens to you, be prepared to shed philosophical tears and blame no one but yourself. And consult chapter 2, “Carefully Disregarding Care Labels,” for suggestions on reducing the risks of care label defiance.

Rules of Sorting. Once the laundry has been gathered, sort it into piles according to these five rules:


	sort according to the appropriate wash cycle or procedure based on fiber and fabric type,

	sort by color,

	sort by level or kind of soil,

	sort according to whether some clothes will cause other clothes to pick up lint, snag, tear, and so on; and finally


	make sorting compromises, as necessary and safe, to create a reasonable number of good-sized loads.



Wash pairs and sets (socks, gloves, sheets, pajamas, etc.) in the same load. If you wash one piece of a matched set without the other, you will end with unmatched sets because items fade differently and subtly alter in color depending on what other items are in the load they are washed with and how often they are washed.

First, Sort According to Wash Cycle or Procedure Based on Fiber and Fabric Type. Separate washable clothes and linens, in accordance with their fiber and fabric type, into four piles corresponding to the four basic laundering cycles or procedures: regular, permanent-press, gentle machine-washing, and hand-washing. As you sort, follow Mrs. Beeton’s advice: look for stains and spots and pretreat them. Note that although there are four basic procedures, most of us use only one or two on any given laundry day. Thus this step in sorting typically, but not always, amounts merely to separating out a few items that need some sort of special treatment. The basic procedures are explained more fully in chapter 4, “Laundering,” but here is a summary of which clothes get which treatment:

Regular machine-washing. Normal or regular washing treatment is appropriate for sturdy white and colorfast cottons and linens that have not received antiwrinkling treatments or other finishes that need special protection. Close plain and twill weaves and sturdy knits, such as T-shirts and underwear, diapers, towels of all sorts, wrinkly sheets, work clothes, play clothes, and sportswear ordinarily receive laundering on the regular cycle of the machine. (See “The Regular Cycle,” pages 52-53, in chapter 4, “Laundering.”) In my experience, many, if not most, households still wash most of their clothes on the regular or normal setting.

Permanent-press machine-washing. Permanent-press, wrinkle-resistant, durable-press, or “easy-care” cotton, linen, and rayon fabrics, together with blends of these, get washed on the machine’s permanent-press cycle, as do most garments made of some synthetics: polyester, nylon, some spandex, and blends containing such fibers. (See “The Permanent-Press Cycle,” pages 53-54, in chapter 4.) Generally speaking, when laundering blends, choose the most conservative laundering treatment required by any of the fibers present in the blend.

Gentle machine-washing. The gentle cycle is used for fine cotton knits, machine-washable silk, wool, acrylic and modacrylic, some spandex, triacetate, some washable acetate, viscose rayon, and blends and items with linings containing them. Laces, netting, fringed items, embroidery, fine lingerie, loosely knitted or loosely woven articles, and other fine, sheer, or delicately made articles of any fiber need gentle washing. This cycle is also proper for sheer weaves such as cambric or lawn; satin weaves and other weaves with floats (these will snag and abrade easily), irregular surfaces, low yarn counts, or open or loose weaves of any sort in which there are spaces between yarns (because these are prone to snagging and shrinking); washable laces; articles with fragile or loosely attached trims, ties, or decorations that might get pulled off in vigorous washing; anything unusually susceptible to abrasion, pilling, or snagging; and many specialty items, including nonwoven materials or those bonded with various adhesives. (See “The Delicate or Gentle Cycle,” pages 55-56, in chapter 4.)

Hand-washing. Hand-washing is usually best for some washable acetate, washable delicate acrylics, silks, wools, rayons, some cotton knits, and especially fragile, old, or other delicate articles. The difference between this group and the previous one is only a matter of degree. Especially delicate fibers and fabric constructions and fabrics that have become fragile through age should be hand-washed. Panty hose and stockings are safest washed by hand, too, but you can try putting them in the machine on the gentle cycle in a mesh bag if you are willing to risk occasional snags or runs. (See “Hand-Washing,” pages 61-64, in chapter 4. Machine “hand-wash” cycles are also discussed in that section.)

When sorting by fiber content and construction, do not forget that some washable garments are made of two or more fibers or constructions that might ordinarily get two or more different treatments. If so, always choose the more conservative. For example, if a dress has a delicate, sheer top but a sturdy cotton skirt, give it gentle treatment. If a shirt is a cotton/polyester blend, wash it as though it were polyester. Pay attention to linings, trim, buttons, and similar parts of a garment that might require treatment different from the rest.

Remember: Although there are four basic laundry procedures, you may use only one or two of them on any given day. I rarely use more than two—regular, and either gentle machine-washing or hand-washing.

Second, Sort by Color. Once you have sorted your laundry into piles according to the cycle or procedure best suited to its fiber type, divide each of those piles into color-compatible groupings. The basic color groupings are these: all white, mostly white (prints with a white background, towels with a colored stripe at the border), and light, medium or bright, and dark colors. As much as possible, wash things of the same hue together. Separate out bleeding colors for separate washing or for washing with like colors, as necessary. You should also divide the color piles into those that will and those that will not receive some sort of bleaching. Generally speaking, white and colorfast colored articles made of bleachable fibers are the components of the wash that can benefit from bleach of some sort.

Third, Sort by Level and Kind of Soil. Separate out of the foregoing piles any extra-heavily soiled articles or those with heavy grease, mud, or other soil. If you live in the city, as I do, you will have to do this very rarely—perhaps only when your child has a muddy day at the playground or if you have cloth diapers to wash. Articles with heavy or unusual soil and stains, particularly greasy or oily ones, must be washed separately from clothes without such soil (and sometimes from each other) for two reasons. First, there is a danger that the heavy soil will be redeposited on more lightly soiled clothes or that serious stains will spread to other items in the wash. White and light-colored clothes are particularly susceptible to turning dingy, gray, or yellow if washed with heavily soiled items. Second, heavy and unusual soils usually demand special, more vigorous treatment to which you may not wish to subject your ordinary wash. Stronger treatments cause faster wearing and fading and are inappropriate for many fibers and fabric constructions. Diapers should be laundered only with other diapers, using a presoak and sometimes a double wash as well.

If you have serious infectious illness in your home, you may also wish to wash the clothes, towels, and linens of the sick person separately. I know elderly women who tell me that in their day you would also have separated handkerchiefs, bed linens, and body linens from table linens; it would have been considered unsanitary to mix them up. No one does this anymore. Only diapers still are (and should be) washed separately as a routine matter. But keeping germ-laden materials separate when a household member has a serious infectious illness is not a bad idea.

Get off as much of the soil as possible before inserting the clothes into the washing machine, scraping it off with an old table knife if necessary, or rinsing briefly by hand in a separate basin or laundry tub. Scrape or rub off mud from garden clothes and gloves. (On washing cloth diapers, see pages 126-27.)

Fourth, Sort According to Whether Any Items Will Cause Other Clothes to Pick Up Lint, Snag, Tear, and So On. Separate out of each of the foregoing piles any clothes that might mechanically damage or spoil the appearance of other clothes in the load. Again, if your laundry is at all like mine, potentially damaging and linting articles are rarely a problem (at least since my son disdained buckled overalls and I gave up my chenille bathrobe). This category includes items that produce lint or pick up lint easily and those with heavy buckles or clasps, zippers that might catch lace or ribbons, or other features that might cause damage. What is dangerous is relative to the other clothes in the load. A buckle or clasp might tear chiffon, lace, net, or other open weaves but not denims. Clothes and linens that produce lint include some towels and other terry-cloth items, especially when they are new; flannel; chenille bedspreads or bathrobes; and rags or fabrics that are fraying. Clothes and linens that will attract or hold lint include those that develop static electricity (polyester, acrylic, nylon, and other synthetics primarily) and pile fabrics like corduroy and velvet. Linting fabrics should be washed separately from any of these that would show the lint badly. For example, dark clothes will show white lint far more than white or light ones will. Note that household furnishings such as washable draperies, small rugs, and slipcovers often produce lint and should almost always be washed separately.

Fifth, Make Compromises! After you have completed sorting by the foregoing rules, you may find yourself with one or more loads consisting of a single item or too few items to make up a good load. In that case, make compromises. Compromises are occasional choices made in the interests of efficiency. Engaged in too often, they will eventually spoil your clothes and linens. If you have time and hand-washing would not be too difficult, consider separately hand-washing one or two items—the shirt that bleeds, the one unbleachable white item—that do not belong with a load according to the foregoing criteria. Here are some guidelines for making effective sorting compromises:


	Combine bleach-fast, nearly-all-white prints with pure whites (excluding orlons and nylons) and treat all as you would the pure whites. But see the discussion of whites, colors, and bleach below.

	Wash synthetic and natural-fiber whites together, giving them all permanent-press treatment. Synthetic whites that receive permanent-press washing can usually take bleach, even if they do not need it. So if you would have used bleach on the natural fibers and you can confirm (by checking labels or testing) that the synthetics can take it, use bleach.

	If color, colorfastness, and soil type do not preclude it, include items that can take more strenuous treatment in a load that is to receive less strenuous treatment. For instance, colored cotton T-shirts that are only lightly soiled could be given permanent-press or gentle treatment now and then, even though ordinarily they require stronger washing techniques. Or put nylons and polyesters that you would ideally give permanent-press treatment in the gentle cycle to wash, making sure you use a cold rinse (and adjust the drying treatment too).

	When an article is not heavily soiled, combine it with any color-compatible load that is to receive milder or less vigorous treatment.

	Wash light coloreds with bright coloreds, or bright coloreds with dark coloreds. Watch out for bleeding dyes.



More About Whites, Colors, and Bleach; Testing for Colorfastness

Whites and Nearly Whites. What, for sorting purposes, counts as white? “White” means white. Off-whites and creams are not whites, and neither are mostly white prints. Whites are best washed only with other fabrics that are all white. For the sake of making up a load, however, you may occasionally compromise this principle according to the guidelines sketched below. White or light nylons and orlons—orlon has not been made since 1990, but some is still in use—will pick up any faint hint of color in the wash water, even the all-but-invisible taint of pastels, and may become dingy or gray. If this happens, it may be quite difficult or impossible to restore their original whiteness. With other fibers, however, such an accident is often reparable. (See also chapter 9, “Common Laundry Mishaps and Problems,” page 136.)

If you have a number of whites with an occasional touch of color, it is best to wash them in a load made up of other such items. However, washable articles that are white except for some colorfast colored trim may often be treated as whites for sorting purposes—for example, men’s athletic shorts made in white cotton with colored piping, sheets or pillowcases with edges sturdily satin-stitched in colored or black thread or with colored embroidery, or white dish towels with a band of colorfast color at each hem. Any color on such items is almost always fast to detergent and water; if it were not, there would be no way to launder it without tainting the white with the color of the trim. (Unfortunately, you may occasionally find that you have purchased just such a ridiculous item. I once bought a child’s bathing suit, marked “Machine-washable,” whose red stripes, after being immersed in ordinary chilly lake water, proceeded to bleed enthusiastic-red on its blue stripes and on white beach wraps and continued to do so after any number of immersions. Such an article should be returned to the retailer or manufacturer.) Other items that may occasionally be treated as whites for sorting purposes are colorfast prints that are mostly white with a little color—a white shirt with fine pinstripes, a sheet with pastel flowers, or white pajamas strewn with colored balloons. But test all of these for colorfastness to detergent and water before adding any to a white load. (Testing is explained on pages 21-22.)

Bleaching Whites and Mostly Whites. The appearance of whites and mostly whites can sometimes be dramatically improved with the use of bleaches. Almost all colors that are fast to detergent and water are also fast to oxygen bleach, which can practically always be used safely. For more information on using bleaches, see “Bleaches” in the Glossary of Laundry Products and Additives at the end of chapter 4. When mostly white items (white with a colored border, piping or trim, or mostly white prints) are also fast to chlorine bleach, they usually benefit from an occasional bleaching with chlorine bleach or an activated oxygen bleach. (Use the tests for bleach-fastness on pages 21-22. Remember that the color in a white-background print might be fast to hot water and detergent but not to bleach.) In my own household, almost all such fabrics are chlorine-bleachable, including towels, children’s print cotton knit undergarments, pajamas, and shirts. Remember that low labeling (care labeling that prescribes more conservative treatment than is necessary) is common on white and mostly white cottons and linens. On most washdays I use bleach, including chlorine bleach, on several articles whose labels proscribe it, without the slightest damage, and many of these have been receiving chlorine bleach now and then for years. However, using any kind of bleach when the care label says not to is risky; some all-white fabrics should be bleached neither with chlorine bleach nor with all-fabric bleach. You must always test. Even when your test shows no damage, you must think about the long-term effects and possible forms of damage that will not show up right away; there are many reasons (besides the possibility of causing the colors to run) why such an instruction might be included.

Even if you use a chlorine bleach on articles with bleach-fast colors only occasionally, you may nonetheless notice over the long run that this makes the colors fade more quickly than they otherwise would. This result may be acceptable in many instances or, at least, it may be preferable to the alternative of dingy, yellowed, or grayish-looking clothes. If you are not prepared to accept any degree of increase in fading, do not use chlorine bleach on these articles. Try an oxygen bleach instead.

Off-whites and pastels will lighten if you regularly subject them to chlorine bleach, and they may eventually turn white. Never bleach one piece of a matched set and not the others. Nonetheless, you can occasionally wash very light bleach-fast pastel or cream-colored cotton sheets or an off-white cotton blouse that has become dingy or gray with whites that are being chlorine bleached. This treatment usually helps remove the dinginess. But do not do this if you would object to a lightening of tone in pale colors. And do not include white nylon or orlon in such loads.

Light, Bright, and Dark Colors. When you sort colored clothes for laundering, divide the loads initially by color intensity, separating the laundry into light and pastel colors, medium or bright colors, and dark colors. Even clothes that are theoretically colorfast may lose a tiny bit of color each time they are washed. That tiny bit of color from, say, a navy blue shirt will be invisible if deposited on a forest green skirt but it could muddy a pastel yellow one. Hue matters too. You will keep colors most clear and true if to the greatest extent possible you wash like colors together—oranges with reds, bright blues with purples, navy with black, light tan with cream. This is a principle that must be compromised to some degree each time you wash.

Separating Out Clothes Whose Dyes Bleed Color. Care labels that say “Wash separately” or “Wash with like colors” should be taken very seriously; articles that lack care labels should be carefully tested for colorfastness before washing. Instructions of this kind indicate that the dyes in the articles are likely to bleed during laundering and give an ugly, unwanted coloration to all the clothes washed in the same load. The story behind the labels, however, is slightly complicated. Some dyes that bleed will do so to some extent—sometimes greatly—every time they are washed; others will bleed only very little, but visibly. Those that bleed greatly should always be washed separately. Those with dyes that visibly bleed very little should be washed only with like colors. Many other items, such as towels, have dyes that bleed the first two or three times they are exposed to water, or to water and detergent, and then stop. These items are actually colorfast; the fabrics are simply giving up excess dye on the first few washes. (A good manufacturer will make this clear on the label by instructing you to wash the article separately or with like colors for two or three washes only.) If your care labels simply say “Wash separately” or “Wash with like colors,” be observant. Retest the garments after two or three washes to see if they are still bleeding color.

Denim, madras, and fabrics dyed with vegetable or “natural” dyes are among those that bleed color their entire lives. Fluorescent colors, too, tend to pose problems. (You should not treat fluorescent dyes with stain removers unless you have first tested them.) Blue denims, whose notorious fading is sometimes valued and sometimes deplored, depending on the current fashion, continue to bleed a little color even if they are “stonewashed” or “prewashed” when you buy them. New blue jeans that have not been prewashed or faded should be washed only with very dark blues and colors darker than the jeans—deep brown, charcoal, black. You may safely wash blue jeans that have faded to light blue with medium-color loads, always keeping in mind that the more closely you can match the colors of any colored load, the better—that is, it is best to wash the blue jeans with medium purples or grays or greens.

Madras garments are supposed to fade, and one is supposed to prize the changes in their looks as the different colors in them fade and merge over time. They must always be washed separately.

If you have a garment that will bleed or if a care label advises you to “Wash with like colors” and you lack any like colors, you are going to have to wash it alone; this may mean by hand if your washer cannot accommodate a very tiny load without coming unbalanced or wasting too much water and energy (something to think about when you are buying clothes and linens).

Remember that many dyes tend to fade more over the lifetime of the garment when you use hotter water, stronger detergents, and stronger bleaches. Preserving color and getting the cleanest wash are goals that have to be balanced.

If you have a washing disaster involving dyes that bleed, try the suggestions on page 136 in chapter 9.

Bleaching Colored Clothes. For dinginess or grayness in colored clothes, use an “all-fabric” or oxygen bleach. Many colored clothes, especially prints, are also fast to chlorine bleach. Test first to ensure that all articles in a load are fast to whatever bleach you are using.

Pretreating and Other Prewash Preparations

Once the laundry is sorted, final preparations for washing are done as follows:

Pretreating. Pretreat stains, spots, and heavily soiled areas either while you are sorting and making loads or, if the problem is likely to be hard to remove, as soon as possible after the garment becomes soiled or stained. Pretreatments are often especially useful on cuffs, collars, the undersides of sleeves that have rested on desks or papers all day, and the area at the waist that leans against a table or desk edge. Pretreatments are particularly important for oily stains and areas that take up body oils on synthetics, and the cooler the wash temperature to be used, the more important they are. (See “Pretreatments and prewash stain removers” in the Glossary of Laundry Products and Additives at the end of chapter 4.)

To pretreat, rub a little liquid detergent or spray or rub a pretreatment product or stick on the soiled area. You can also rub the area with a paste of detergent and water or pure bar soap (one that contains no moisturizers, medications, or dyes); dampen the area first when you use either of these treatments.

If there is any question as to the safety of a pretreatment substance, it should be tested on an inconspicuous area of the garment—on the wrong side of a hem or on a seam allowance. Simply apply the pretreatment product to the test area, wait ten minutes or so, and then check for ill effects: staining, fading, bleeding, or other problems. If you have done a good deal of pretreating, you may not need as much detergent in the wash water as you would otherwise have used.

[image: Image]

Test fabrics for colorfastness and bleachability on an out-of-sight area.

Preparing the Clothes. Some commonsense precautions are necessary to prepare the clothes for the machine or washtub:


	Turn inside out any blue jeans or other articles that may fade or whose color may abrade (if you wish to prevent that); also turn inside out articles made of synthetic fibers, knits, and other articles prone to pilling or that have poor abrasion resistance. The creases of cotton fabrics that have received resin treatment to prevent wrinkling are particularly vulnerable to abrasion. Turn corduroys inside out to avoid wearing down the pile and to reduce lint. Heat-transfer, pigment, or other prints that might rub off will also be safer turned inside out. But remember that turning a garment inside out can make it hard to get heavy soil or stains off the protected right side; sometimes you will want to omit this step for the sake of a cleaner outcome.

	Check pockets, cuffs, pleats, and folds for coins, keys, crayons, pens, tissues, papers, lint, and so on. Hard objects, such as coins and keys, can damage the smooth surfaces of the washer and dryer tubs, leaving rough places that might snag, tear, or abrade clothes. Crayons and pens can mark much of the load. Tissues, paper, lint, and the like will adhere to the laundered clothes and prove troublesome to remove.


	In a mesh bag, place hosiery, articles that tear and snag such as lace, articles with fringe that might fray, tangle, or become detached, and small items that might otherwise get lost. A zippered pillow cover or a pillowcase with the opening secured can be used in place of a mesh bag. (Contrary to what you may have heard, small items like baby socks are never actually sucked down the drain pipes, which have filters to prevent this; they disappear into sleeves, pant legs, and dresses and are folded, unnoticed, into towels and sheets.) Hosiery can get twisted or knotted or can snag on almost any rough surface. Heavily soiled pieces may not wash clean, however, in a mesh bag. You may have to hand-wash them.

	Pins should usually be removed before washing because of the possibility that they will rust or that the pinned fabric will tear. Cuff links, buckles, and other metal attachments pose the same dangers—and the additional danger, according to washing machine manufacturers, that they can damage the enamel inside the machine—and, if possible, should be removed. Buckles on sturdy fabrics that will not be harmed by pins could be fastened inside pant legs instead. Or, if you can, place such potentially hazardous items in mesh bags for laundering.

	Tie together sashes or other long pieces that might knot and tangle the wash. Button long sleeves to each other or to shirt fronts to prevent them from tangling. Fasten bras. Pin things together only if you are certain that the pin will not rust and that the fabric around the pin will not tear during the wash. Some people like to pin little items to a bigger one, such as a towel, to be sure that they are not lost, but do this only if you are sure that it will not tear. Again, the easiest solution is to remove sashes and similar items and tuck them into a mesh bag for laundering.

	Mend tears and tighten loose buttons before laundering. Tears will grow larger and buttons may come off and be lost in the wash.

	Remove detachable decorations, linings, buttons, and other trim or attachments on a garment that are not washable. Of course you can do this only if you know how to reattach them. If sewn-in linings are not washable, few of us are up to undertaking to remove them and sew them back in later; such garments should be dry-cleaned. If you are astonished to learn that someone might go to the trouble of removing and then resewing a delicate button or piece of lace trim for the sake of laundering something safely, the perspective of the nineteenth century may help. Good washing practice then called at times for taking a dress apart entirely for washing or other cleaning and sewing it back together later! Removing collars, buttons, or lace for laundering was commonplace.

	Check each load for matching: does it contain any pieces that belong in sets? If so, add the missing pieces, even if they are clean, so that all will fade to the same degree. Always wash sock mates together, too, or they may become different colors.







When you are worried about an item’s colorfastness, you should usually test its fastness to any substance with which you plan to launder it: bleach, boosters, pretreatments, stain removers, and even detergents if they contain bleach or other additives that raise questions in your mind. Some dyes will run or fade in a solution of water and detergent but would not be affected by plain water; some will bleed when you use hot water but not warm. Some will bleed in a pretreatment solution or in bleach but would not run in a solution of mere detergent and water. Test with hot or warm water if you will be washing in hot or warm water; the action of oxygen bleaches and some other laundry additives is greatly increased in hotter water.

Pretreatments and stain removers sometimes have special ingredients that can cause some dyes, especially fluorescent dyes, to run, so be particularly careful to test neon pinks, electric blues, and other fluorescent colors.

Choose an inconspicuous area for testing, such as the wrong side of a hem or on a seam allowance, so that if your test leaves a spot, it will not show. Be sure to lay the cloth in such a way that the solution does not penetrate through to visible areas.

Recipe for testing fastness to detergent. Follow the directions on the product. If there are none, mix one teaspoon of dry or liquid detergent in a cup of warm or hot water (whichever you will be using). Apply enough solution to soak a small hidden area of the garment and wait for a few minutes. Then press the area with a clean white cloth, tissue, or paper towel to see if any color comes off. If color comes off or if you perceive a color change on the garment, it has failed the colorfast test. If you perceive nothing, rinse and let dry, and observe again (because it may look darker while it is wet). If you see no color change, it is colorfast to your detergent at the temperature of the water you will use.

The quick, easy, less reliable way to test is to make a cup of water of the proposed temperature, add a teaspoon of detergent, and dip a corner of the fabric in it. If the water turns color, the fabric is not fast to the detergent in water of that temperature.

Recipe for testing fastness to chlorine (sodium hypochlorite) bleach. Use the method recommended on the product. Or add one tablespoon of chlorine bleach to ¼ cup water. Apply the solution to a hidden area, and wait one minute. Then blot the spot dry with a clean white cloth, tissue, or paper towel. If color comes off or if you perceive a color change on the garment, it has failed the colorfast test. Look for yellowing and other changes as well. If you want to be very sure there has been no color change, rinse the item and wait until it dries to draw conclusions, as sometimes it is hard to tell while fabrics are wet.

Recipe for testing fastness to oxygen bleach and other wash additives. Follow the instructions on the label for testing. If there are none and if the products is not a liquid, mix it with enough water to get a solution somewhat stronger than the one you will have in the washing machine, making sure that all of the product is dissolved. Apply enough solution to soak a small inconspicuos area of the garment. Or, if the product is a liquid, simply apply a little, undiluted, to an inconspicuos area of the garment. Wait ten minutes and then look for any changes of color, fading, bleeding (press a clean paper towel to the area), or other damage. Then rinse and let dry to be completely sure there is no change.

When testing an activated oxygen bleach, be sure to read and follow the manufacturer’s instructions, which may specify a more concentrated testing solution and a longer exposure time than is usually called for.






2
Carefully Disregarding Care Labels



Inaccuracy of many care labels, low labeling … FTC regulations; how to interpret care labels … What the care label means when it is silent, when it gives warnings, when it does not mention ironing, when it prescribes no bleach or non-chlorine bleach; what care labels do not have to tell you … When to disregard care labels and when not to … What to do when the care label procedure causes damage … Glossary of Care Label Terms and Symbols … Appendix, Extracts from FTC Regulations on Care Labels



Following Dr. Seuss’s example, I feel obliged to warn the reader that this chapter is dangerous. It contains advice on when and why you might wish to disobey that fundamental law of the modern laundry: “Follow the instructions on the care label!” “Those of you who are beginners should follow the care labels unless it is clear you have nothing to lose—for example, when the garment looks so awful that you are never going to wear it again in its present state anyway and there is no way to remedy it if you limit yourself to care label instructions. Even then, you have to think of your chagrin when someday you find out that you could have saved it by trying another remedy that you had not known about. If this sounds too frustrating, follow that care label, or hand the problem over to a professional. Otherwise you risk the destruction of your fabrics, their colors, or their appearance. I have given garments to my dry cleaner saying, “Try anything. It’s ruined as it is, so I won’t blame you if you make it even worse.”

Those of you who are not beginners should also be prepared to accept the risks, because in this area no one can offer you certainty, least of all someone who has never even seen the fabric or problem you are dealing with. First survey the risks (including the possibility that you might render a wearable garment unwearable) and decide if you can accept failure. Remember, if it is a T-shirt, this means merely a little money and some inconvenience; if it is an expensive cashmere sweater, this could leave you with quite a hole in your pocket and nothing to wear this weekend.

The Uses and Limits of Care Labels

All wearing apparel (except footwear, gloves, hats, and other head and hand coverings) and piece goods used for home sewing of apparel sold in this country, including imported clothes and piece goods, are subject to the care labeling rules promulgated by the Federal Trade Commission. These rules require the manufacturer to attach a permanent label to each garment telling the buyer how to clean it. The regulations mandate that the label tell you at least one form of regular care, either washing or dry cleaning, needed for the ordinary use and enjoyment of the product, and that it warn the buyer against procedures that the buyer might assume are safe if in fact they would result in damage to the product or others being laundered with it.* The instructions on the label must cover trim, lining, buttons, and any other permanent part of the garment.

Surveys show that most home launderers pay attention to instructions on care labels, and textile and laundering experts unanimously advise you to follow care labels. If you do not, you run the risk of ruining your chances of a refund or replacement, for if you follow improper laundering procedures, any damage is likely to be considered your own fault. This seems fair enough until you look at some of the practicalities.

Every home launderer will have had plenty of experiences like my own with care labels. Among my son’s new school clothes one year, for example, were two 100 percent cotton knit shirts, one in green and one in red, made by different manufacturers and bought at different stores. I would have bought neither of them if I had bothered to read the care labels, which specify treatment that is not the most practical for the clothes of the active son of busy parents: “Wash separately, cool water. Dry flat.” One of the shirts bled dye at every washing, even in cool water; it faded quickly and accumulated some oily stains that were impossible to get out with cool water. The other shirt never bled dye at all, not even in hot water, never faded, and shrank just enough to fit perfectly, even after repeated tumble drying on low heat. Its care label instructions were flat wrong, but there was no way to determine this without bringing it home and experimenting; it looked just like the other shirt, which really did require separate washing.

For another example, I have an oversized, white cotton T-shirt that I bought in 1986 whose care label says, “Machine-wash warm. No bleach.” I have machine-washed it in hot water hundreds of times, usually with chlorine bleach. It has hardly shrunk at all, and although it became comfortably soft and thin after more than a decade of good wear, it still looked white and attractive, and only developed holes when it turned eighteen. Overcautious labels when it comes to bleaching appear to me to be more the rule than the exception. But the problem is the opposite when it comes to ironing. My family’s closets are full of shirts that lack any care label instruction as to ironing and nonetheless require regular ironing to look presentable.

Then there are those irksome care labels on ordinary sheets and towels that counsel utterly irrational caution. Towels, for example, which have been available for decades with profound colorfastness (colorfastness to withstand even chlorine bleach), now frequently have labels that advise you to wash them separately, wash them cold, and—hard to believe—to tumble dry on low. Of course, everyone will ignore this, because towels would take forever to dry on low. And, I hope, everyone will leave in the store looking decorative all those bath towels that require cold or separate washing or have any places or parts that shrink in a hot dryer. For everyday use, hold out for towels that can work hard, receive stain treatments and laundering that sanitizes (when necessary), and cause you no trouble. There is no reason in the world why toweling cannot be beautiful and practical too. But, of course, if buyers do not hold manufacturers to reasonable standards, manufacturers will certainly not hold themselves to any.

As an experiment, you might try (as I once did) sorting your laundry according to the exact instructions on the care labels. Because practically no two articles are labeled identically, even if, in quantity, you have only clothes enough to make up three or four good-sized loads, you might end up sorting them into at least three times that many loads. No experienced home launderer actually washes twelve or more loads instead of three or four. Thus we all become care label skeptics, routinely defying their instructions.

Inaccurate labeling and “low labeling” (labels that prescribe more conservative care than the garment really needs) are both quite common. Nonetheless, some of our skepticism about labels is in fact mistaken. We might fail to recognize that a label is accurate if, for example, a garment labeled “Dry-clean only” seems perfectly all right after being laundered. The effects of laundering may become apparent only after the third or fourth wash, and those effects may include shrinkage, fading, weakening, or the loss of beneficial treatments and finishes. By the time you discover that the label was right all along, it is too late to save the garment.

In other cases, a garment’s care label simply cannot give the whole picture. Knowledgeable readers will appreciate, given how complicated a fabric’s cleaning story can be, that manufacturers should not be faulted for not getting all the nuances on a square inch or two of care label. Moreover, what constitutes the “best” treatment will in some respects turn on the goals and skills of the person who will apply it: Is longer wear or whiter appearance more important? Is expense any object? Is the buyer a skilled and willing ironer?

A care label is intended to help you launder safely and effectively by giving you some simple guidelines. Care labels are not intended to do away with your need to know, more or less, what you are doing when you putter around in the laundry. I have often wondered whether we would be better off if we had regulations that required manufacturers to inform us about the characteristics of the products instead of the rather authoritarian care label system that asks us to obey simpleminded instructions blindly without giving us any hint of the reasons behind them. But because there is no likelihood that the system will change anytime soon, you are often going to find yourself wanting and needing to use laundry procedures other than the ones that are recommended on the labels.

There are three main reasons for sometimes ignoring care labels. The first is that you want to do a better job than you believe is possible with the recommended treatment. The second is that you believe you can safely and effectively clean the garment with less trouble or expense than the care label treatment would require. The third is that you want to wash in one load clothes whose care labels would require different treatment. Before you can decide to ignore a label you need to be able to make educated guesses about whether an alternative procedure is safe. This requires being able to spot potential problems and decide when the risk is worth it. You must also be prepared to accept the loss when you guess wrong. I repeat: If you are a novice, just follow the care labels. The less you know, the greater the risks of doing anything else. Sooner or later, however, every novice develops an instinct for fibers, fabrics, and laundering, and discovers for himself or herself when the risks are small enough to justify taking a chance.

The FTC Regulations: What Care Labels Do and Do Not Tell You

The glossary at the end of this chapter sets forth definitions of certain standard terms and symbols that are permitted on permanent care labels. If you do not know the meaning of the terms or symbols on your clothes’ care labels, consult the glossary (see page 34). Better yet, photocopy it and tape it to the wall or put it on a bulletin board in your laundry. Although the discussion that follows often talks about what care labels “say,” the labels may use symbols, words, or both so long as the instruction is consistent with FTC rules. The heart of these rules, the provisions governing washing and dry cleaning instructions, are set out in the appendix at the end of this chapter, pages 36-37, following the glossary.




ITCHY LABELS

Sometimes labels are made of stiff, scratchy material that irritates the skin—especially children’s sensitive skin. If you cut the care label off and you think you need it as a reminder, pin it to a bulletin board in your laundry with a note saying, for example, “Manufacturer X’s striped T-shirt.” Better, but more trouble, is to reattach it to the garment, with firm stitching, someplace where it is less irritating, say at a side seam within a couple of inches of the bottom hem. Some manufacturers have begun to print the care instructions directly on the fabric of the garment. In my experience, this method is long-lasting and convenient as well as more comfortable.





The Meaning of Silence. Most care label instructions you will encounter are straightforward, but some have implications that are not so obvious. Often, it is what the care labels do not say that creates confusion. For example, when both dry cleaning and washing are safe for regular use on a product, the rules do not presently require the manufacturer to say so on the care label. Rather, under the rules as they now stand, “the label need have only one of these instructions.” Thus, a label that says merely “Dry-clean” means neither that you can nor cannot wash the article without harming it. (“Dry clean only” does mean that washing will harm it.) And if the label says “Machine-wash,” you have been told nothing about whether it can also be dry-cleaned or whether dry cleaning would harm it. The manufacturer is required neither to recommend an alternative method if it would be safe nor to warn you if it would not be safe. Despite requests by consumers, consumer interest groups, laundry product manufacturers, and the EPA, in 2000 the FTC refused to amend its rules to require washing instructions on all articles that could safely be washed.*

Sometimes, however, silence on a care label means that, in some respect or other, anything goes. For example, a label that says nothing about washing, drying, or ironing temperatures means that any temperature is safe. A label that says nothing about bleach means that all household bleaches are safe and can be used regularly. “Machine-wash, tumble dry” means that any temperatures for washing and drying and all types of household bleach may be used.

Warnings. The words “only,” “do not,” and “no” are always warning words on care labels. Warnings mean that harm is likely to ensue, in one or more washings, if the instructions are not followed. For example, if a label says “Dry-clean only,” the word “only” makes this a warning against machine washing; and the instruction means that machine washing will be harmful. If the label says “Wash with like colors” or “Wash separately,” despite the absence of obvious warning words, you are being warned that the article is not colorfast and may bleed dyes onto anything washed with it. There is also an implicit warning against a stronger alternative when a care label specifies a gentler one; for example, a label that prescribes warm water is implicitly warning you not to use hot, even though no explicit warning words are used. Note, however, that the FTC rules require the manufacturer to warn you only about harmful aspects of the recommended treatment. A label that says “Machine-wash” need not tell you whether or not dry cleaning will harm the garment, but it must tell you if bleaching would.

Ironing. If a label says nothing at all about ironing, that is supposed to mean that no ironing is needed to “preserve the appearance” of the garment. But this provision of the rules, so far as I can tell, is routinely ignored; many garments that require ironing have care labels that do not mention ironing. Presumably, manufacturers think that telling people they have to iron would not be a big selling point.

Bleaching. If a label says “No bleach,” this does not mean that the article will stay white or bright without bleach, or that bleach is unnecessary. Some garments that are marked “No bleach” do not stay white without bleach. You may infer only that the manufacturer is telling you that all types of household bleach can reasonably be expected to harm the product in one or more washings.

If regular use of chlorine bleach would harm the product but regular use of a non-chlorine bleach would not, the label must say “Only non-chlorine bleach, when needed.” This instruction seems to tell you that you are to use a non-chlorine (or oxygen) bleach only when the product starts to look dingy, but—whatever the instruction is really intended to mean—in practice this would often be a mistake. In general, non-chlorine bleach is effective only when used regularly to prevent a dingy appearance from developing and can do little to remove it when it has already developed. Nonetheless, the manufacturer, it seems, has no lawful choice but to give you this exact wording, misleading as it may be, if it wants to warn you against using chlorine bleaches but not against other types of bleach. This required wording is misleading in another way, too: it does not allow for cases in which “irregular” or occasional use of chlorine bleach might do no harm.

What Care Labels Do Not Have to Tell You. You should not assume, when you read a care label, that the manufacturer is trying to give you the least expensive or the best or even both of two equally good sets of care instructions. The rules do not require this, and care labels very often do not do so.

When care labels give warnings, they are not required to explain what danger is being warned against, how big a danger it is, or how likely the danger is. Care labels never tell you why one procedure is recommended rather than another, whether it is because a garment might fade, shrink, pill, or go limp or shapeless, whether invisible finishes may dissolve, and so on. Care labels do not tell you whether the product has received wrinkle-resistance or other treatments or whether any instructions on the label are there to protect a finish. Manufacturers are not required to tell you on care labels how much shrinking you can expect, nor when instructions are geared toward preventing shrinkage.

Care labels are not required to tell you when starch or sizing is necessary to restore the crisp appearance of a garment, or when ironing should be done when the clothes are damp. Apparently, they are also not required to give instructions on the use of soaps or detergents, softeners, bluing agents, boosters, and the like, and they rarely do, except, occasionally, to advise the use of mild soap or detergent.

At the present time, care labels are not required on gloves, hats, handkerchiefs, neckties, shoes, and similar items of attire, or on sheets, mattress pads, tablecloths, blankets, towels, rugs, upholstery, and many other textile products used in the home. Wisely, manufacturers almost always include care labels on towels, linens, and other textile goods even though they are not required. When care labels are absent, as sometimes happens on imported towels and linens, you have to rely entirely on labels describing fiber content—which are, fortunately, required by the Textile Fiber Products Identification Act for all domestic and imported textiles—and use care procedures appropriate to the fibers. (See Part III.)

Disregarding Care Labels Carefully

Those who wish to at times defy care labels will find that their best protection from frustrating laundry errors is understanding fabrics and fibers. (See Part III, chapters 19, 20, 21, and 22, for general information about fabrics and the care procedures appropriate to fabrics made of different types of fibers.) If you wish to launder or clean in a way other than the one recommended on a care label, you should be aware of the general nature of the fiber and construction you are dealing with and what is generally safe and effective in laundering such a fiber and construction, even though particular articles may have to be treated differently. To try to figure out whether the garment is actually launderable or cleanable in the way you intend, you should look for hints on the care label, on hang tags, and on fiber content labels, and you should examine all parts of the garment—its trim, linings, interfacings, buttons, and so on. Consider the weave and the yarn construction. Before proceeding, test for colorfastness, yellowing, and the like. Ask sales personnel whether they have any experience with the type of garment in question. Manufacturers may recommend a given procedure for a variety of reasons that you can only guess at.

Here are some specific ways in which it often pays to depart from care label instructions. Following these guidelines, you may sometimes ruin something, but in the long run your laundering is more effective and more efficient.


	Use chlorine bleach on white fibers that are bleachable in principle, such as cotton, linen, or polyester. (To learn about a fiber’s bleachability, see chapter 21, “The Natural Fibers,” and chapter 22, “The Man-Made Fibers and Blends.”) Always test first, watching for yellowing, color change, or other negative effects.

	If home testing indicates that chlorine bleach is safe, use chlorine bleach on colored articles.

	Launder, by hand or machine as seems best, articles whose care labels say “Dry-clean,” when they are of a type or construction that typically is launderable. This calls for judgment and is only for the experienced.

	Wash polyester and nylon in warm or hot water, although labels recommend cold, so as to get better cleaning. (Use a cool-down rinse to reduce wrinkling.)

	Use lukewarm water on washable wool sweaters and silks when care labels call for cold or cool.

	Use warm water rather than cool to wash colors that fade, choosing cleanliness over color preservation. (But be sure to wash clothes that bleed separately from others or with others of like color, as appropriate.)

	Wash colorfast and white closely woven cottons and linens (not knits or loose weaves) in hot or warm water, although labels recommend warm or cold.

	Wash sturdy cotton blends and synthetics (not those containing viscose rayon, acetate, or other delicate and heat-sensitive fibers) in the regular cycle or permanent-press cycle when the label says “Gentle” or “Delicate.” (Make sure there is no likelihood of pilling or tearing.)



You can also depart from care label instructions in the direction of being more cautious rather than less so. The usual reason to do this is to combine a stray item or two with a larger load, by giving it a less rigorous treatment than it could safely take. For example, you can
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