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Foreword

It’s the summer of 2014 and a trailer appears on the TV that lifts my spirits like a kite. There’s a particular programme that has worked its way into my yearly calendar and which I look forward to gleefully, almost feverishly. It provides escapism, gentle triumphs, human endeavour, tragedy without lasting anguish, the silliest puns to have ever been conjured and . . . cake. When The Great British Bake Off began, many thought it charming but, by this, its fifth season, it has become a much-loved staple in the late summer television schedule and commands audiences of millions. For a large proportion of the viewing public, Bake Off has become a beacon of happiness.

There, among the line-up of new 2014 contestants, is a woman with a bun of silver-blonde hair, an array of home-made bespoke baking tools, an irreverent attitude to the male judge and a significant eye twinkle. This person has a humbling ability to conjure delicious yet beautiful bakes. Her tarts are astonishingly neat, she slices her miniature sponges with a tiny guillotine that the Sylvanian family Marie Antoinette would flee from, and she impresses the judges week after week. Nancy Birtwhistle bakes her way to the final and, of course, on that significant day her diminutive afternoon tea components are perfection and Mary and Paul agree: she becomes the series winner. 

I next encounter Nancy several years later, on social media, when her beautiful cakes appear in my feed. To my delight, she follows me back and we exchange tweets and Instagram comments now and then. The limitless energy, creativity and ingenuity that charmed those huge audiences and won her the much-coveted trophy, emanates from my phone screen. I marvel once more at Nancy’s astonishing ability to create both beautiful edible designs and delicious, homely bakes from sugar, flour, eggs and fondant. Then, as her Instagram following builds, she begins to share more than just baked wonders. As 2019 begins, Nancy’s tips for removing stains, cleaning a clogged iron and avoiding plastic waste start to appear among the pies and puddings. The sort of no-nonsense cleaning advice that for the most part fell out of fashion two generations ago, becomes a staple of Nancy’s Instagram videos and stories. She shows off her sparkling sinks, bright white laundry and shiny oven shelves. Her wealth of knowledge is astonishing and I envy her gleaming surfaces. 
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There’s a compelling and timely theme uniting all the household tips that Nancy shares. Each is designed to minimize waste, harsh chemical pollutants, single plastic use or adverse impact on wildlife. Nancy begins to give her followers recipes for home-made kitchen surface and floor cleaners, washing powder mixes, fabric conditioners and scouring concoctions. The environmentally friendly credentials and simplicity of each of her methods is compelling, as is the cleanliness of the drawers in her washing machine. Apparently, her home-made washing powder has made washing machine drawer gunge (I’m not sure there is a dedicated noun for this unpleasant greyish substance) a thing of the past. I eye my horribly gungey drawers with no small amount of shame and resolve to follow this sage advice. 

Nancy’s knowledge doesn’t stop at replacements for big brand cleaning products full of pollutants though, she also has a hint of the hedge witch about her. In one of her wonderful instafilms she places her grimy oven shelves with baked-on spills in a patch of dewy grass overnight. Some manner of mysterious lawn magic takes place while Nancy sleeps and in the morning her metal racks are gleaming and completely free of stains. I’m agog. What IS this magical process? Is she the mistress of a band of lawn pixies? I’m fascinated. Next, she gathers ivy leaves, snips them into tiny shards and places them in her washing machine with badly stained white shirts. The grass-cleaning was one thing, but surely this coarse, leafy confetti can’t have any effect on fibres ingrained with soil. I’m wrong, of course. Ivy, it turns out, contains saponin, a natural foaming detergent that can enhance the effect of Nancy’s home-made washing mix on her husband’s polo shirts. I studied botany, I’m a biologist, yet I have never heard of this and I reel. The result is remarkable: with some simple reagents and a few chopped ivy leaves she’s achieved a white as bright as Tess Daly’s gnashers. The stains are nowhere. Nancy’s knowledge of natural ways to clean is wondrous.

Just this morning, as her daily Instagram stories appeared reassuringly in my feed, Nancy’s knowledge comes to my rescue. I have a slow-emptying bathroom sink and have no idea how to fix it. Like a sooth-saying enchantress with a bucket full of bicarb, Nancy solves this very problem and, feeling slightly spooked as though she can peep through my telephone screen, I follow her instructions, water flows freely once again and I swear I can almost hear bathroom angels (and Nancy of course) singing a watery chorus. What a woman.
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The world can be a very dark place just now. Our newsfeeds are full of terrifying, heart-sinking turmoil and a sub-microscopic, immensely clever virus that has turned our world upside down. Nancy, her writing and her Instagram: her optimism, crusade for cleaning that is gentler on the environment and, let’s face it, her jaunty dance moves, are antidotes to everything. While scrolling through my Instagram stories I always pause to watch Nancy’s daily clips. I learn from her constantly, marvel at her cunning ways with bicarb and secretly fangirl Shadow the rescue hen. This brilliant woman’s warmth and down to earth approach brings solace to my feed. Nancy has blended invaluable snippets of lost knowledge with her boundless creativity to make this, a book that any householder with concerns about the environment should seek out. On these pages she shares her encyclopaedic knowledge of lo-fi, earth-kind yet incredibly effective ways to be more green while you clean. You’re holding a tangible version of Nancy’s accumulated household wisdom and it might just change your life.

Emma Mitchell, 2020

Author of The Wild Remedy,
 Making Winter and Made Well
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About the Book

When I consider the number of labour-saving machines and appliances there are now compared to fifty years ago, I am surprised I don’t have more time on my hands. No longer do women find themselves spending all day Monday on the washing, Tuesday on the cleaning and not to mention the hand-making of bread, pastry and clothing. We now all enjoy a whole range of products and equipment which can speed things up.

Modern living, however, is starting to take its toll – our overconsumption of single-use plastics, harmful chemicals and a general throwaway culture have contributed to problems of global warming, the pollution of our planet and the non-sustainable use of raw materials.

WHERE TO START, AND WHY DID I WANT TO DO THIS?

I believe every single one of us can be mindful of how our actions are impacting the planet’s health and well-being and, of course, I realize that if it is only me that’s trying to alter my home cleaning habits then very little will change. I do believe, however, that if the price is right, if the recipes work and they are easy, people will make the switch.

Whenever I am asked why I wanted to do this, I have a vivid memory of my family sitting around the dining table, and that day, I think, became my catalyst for change. We had been chatting generally about climate change and the fact that it now seems all too real. We were seeing changes in the weather, poor air quality, too many chemicals being used, too much crop spraying, too many planes in the sky, and we were wondering: what on earth is going to happen? Then I paused for a moment and studied my own thoughts. I looked silently around. What struck me the most was the look of smiling, gleeful innocence on the faces of my young grandchildren and the realization that they were totally unaware of the plight our planet faces. I, too, appreciated that they will be the adults for whom the planet will be so desperately fragile if something is not done soon.

I knew that I already had a certain amount of knowledge of other cleaning methods, because many of the products used nowadays hadn’t even been invented when I was a young wife and mother. My mission was to try to make cleaning completely green, effective and affordable.

Why bother? you may ask. There are plenty of organizations out there doing exactly the same. New green, eco-friendly cleaning products are entering the market all the time. They are good, they do the job, they are often packaged very invitingly – and they are often expensive! This book is for the people who want to make the change but in an affordable way. Nobody needs to spend more on cleaning products than they are at the moment. In fact, I now spend less! I list the ingredients required to make every single recipe in this book. I now buy my main ingredients in bulk – a 15g sachet of bicarbonate of soda is no longer any good to me. I now buy a 5kg tub, which is nearly ten times cheaper than buying it in sachet form. There are also smaller 500g boxes available which still work out at about six times cheaper than the sachets.

Please join me as I explain the ups and downs of my journey. I have made the switch – maybe you will too! Most of the tips have other applications, too, as my followers have shown. Why not share and connect online if you have found other uses for any of my recipes or methods?

LIST OF ITEMS AND EQUIPMENT

Below is a list of equipment and ingredients that are now my cleaning cupboard staples. Each time I worked up a recipe or tip, I made a note of the ingredients and equipment used. I am confident that you will be able to create your own clean and green home, make up your own recipes, following the instructions, and carry out any of the fixes mentioned in this book using no more than the items on the list below. I have left a few blank notes pages at the back of the book, because I promise you will want to add your own personalized applications for some of my recipes.

Followers occasionally comment that I am not wearing rubber gloves in my videos on social media, this is only because I can’t operate my phone while wearing them!

Tools and kit

brown paper

digital weighing scales

measuring spoons

plastic bench scraper

rubber gloves

small plastic funnel

small whisk

wooden spoon 

Containers, cloths and brushes

bathroom cloths – pink for the sink and blue for the loo!

dishcloths

dusters

fine wire wool

general cleaning cloths/rags

long-handled sink brush

old toothbrush

reusable glass bottles – with screw tops and spray attachments: mine hold 300ml – or, in the first instance, hold on to plastic spray cleaning bottles, wash them out and remove the labels

reusable make-up remover pads

sponges

tiny bottle brush

toilet brush
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Kitchen cupboard

bicarbonate of soda (bicarb)

coconut oil

cornflour

grapeseed oil

lemon juice

sugar

table salt

vodka

white vinegar

xanthan gum
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Liquids, soaps and powders

aloe vera gel

beeswax pellets (or soy wax as a vegan alternative)

Castile soap

citric acid crystals

eco-friendly washing-up liquid/dish soap

essential oils (l refer to lemon, lavender, eucalyptus, tea tree, clove bud, lily of the valley and peppermint)

green bleach (sodium percarbonate)

liquid soap

surgical spirit (rubbing alcohol)

vegan stain-removing soap

vegetable glycerine

washing soda (sodium carbonate)
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SODIUMS

I thought I would add a little explanation about the three sodiums I refer to. I am not a scientist or chemist, but have done some reading around these three wonder products. 

SODIUM BICARBONATE will be used a lot, and readers may know it as bicarbonate of soda, baking soda or baking powder. It is used as a raising agent in baking. (Baking powder is bicarbonate of soda with added acid to make it slightly more effective.) In essence they are all bicarbonate of soda, which is a must-have in our clean and green home. Bicarbonate of soda is a mouthful, so let us get friendly, shorten her name and know her as bicarb.

SODIUM CARBONATE is used a lot in this book, and although it sounds similar to bicarb (above), these two substances are not the same. It is not used in cooking and is not edible. It is a water softener, sink and drain cleaner and an all-round good green product. Rather than refer to it as a sodium, to avoid confusion, it will be referred to as washing soda.

SODIUM PERCARBONATE is an eco-friendly natural bleach which decomposes into oxygen, water and natural soda ash when it makes contact with water, making it biodegradable and, I have read, septic-tank safe. It is used in many eco-friendly detergents, bleaches and cleaning agents. It is cheaper to buy than many leading-brand products and does the same job. I regularly wash my dishcloths using a ratio of just 1 tsp to 1 litre of boiling water and leaving overnight. When referring to this sodium in the book I will call it green bleach.

REUSABLE GLASS BOTTLES

If you join me on my clean and green journey and you decide to invest in reusable glass bottles, rather than labelling them with paper sticky labels do as I have and buy a set of coloured glass pens. Write on the glass bottle which cleaning product you have inside and then, as an aide-memoire, write a summary of the recipe on the back of the bottle so that every time you need a refill you don’t have to reach for the book. Multi surface paint pens are widely available and easy to use: just write it on, leave to dry and harden for a day. The paint is then ‘fixed’ in the oven by heating from cold to 180°C for one hour. The writing is permanent and will not wash off. I invested in brown glass bottles rather than clear because I have read that light can weaken certain ingredients once mixed. Alternatively, you may choose to invest in good quality, reusable plastic spray bottles instead of glass, which is of course a little risky especially when children are around. The contents can still be labelled with multi surface pens but with no oven fixing to make permanent, so you may have to occasionally rewrite.

Get creative – you’ll be using them for years!

CHEAPER IN BULK

Starting out on this journey, I bought my ingredients in small quantities and, while still not terribly expensive, I found it so frustrating when I wanted to make up more floor cleaner or furniture polish only to find I had run out of this or that. I now buy my hero ingredients in large quantities – I know I can never have too much washing soda, bicarb, citric acid or surgical spirit.

Of these ingredients, there are those that can be used on their own for certain cleaning jobs, but reaching for a 5-litre tub every time is not practical. I keep a spray bottle of white vinegar handy – it makes the vinegar go further and is great for a direct on-the-spot spray onto a little limescale patch. I reach for my small bottle of surgical spirit (rather than the 3-litre can) to dampen a cotton pad to remove make-up marks from my favourite jacket. This prevents any spills and wastage.

Similarly, my bicarb is stored in three different jars. One huge jar with a spoon for those cleaning jobs where I will be applying it direct – stain removal, teapot cleaning and removing scuffs from my white shoes. Then I have a sugar shaker full, as this is a great tool for giving a measured daily sprinkle to clean my kitchen sink. I have a third jar, again a sugar shaker containing bicarb perfumed with dry lavender, cloves or cinnamon sticks, which I sprinkle onto my carpets to freshen and neutralize pet smells or fusty odours, which you can read more about later.

SHELF LIFE

I make up 300–400ml of my products at a time. Some last longer than others – spray starch, for example, I have for months, while all-purpose cleaner, fabric conditioner and ironing water I make monthly. The products don’t go off, mainly because the ingredients usually contain vinegar and/or surgical spirit, which are preservatives anyway.

FALSE FRIENDS: BICARB AND LEMON JUICE

When embarking on my clean and green journey, online searches, YouTube videos and reading led me down conflicting paths, and I found that the only way to understand was to try things out. An established belief I had was that bicarb and lemon juice are great cleaning partners. I have since come to realize that they are great partners, but not together.

Bicarb is alkaline and lemon juice is a natural acid. OK – so far, so good. When they are mixed together they fizz, and this is where it gets interesting. I used to think the fizz was great: this was the natural cleaning process in action! Cleaning my bathroom, fridge, you name it. The fizz, it turns out, is a simple chemical reaction between the two. The fizzing gives off carbon dioxide gas and the white mass left behind is simply salt and water. In baking, this chemical reaction is perfect as that quick chemical reaction ‘fizz’ causes cakes to rise. Baking powder has the acid incorporated, which is activated once liquid is added. In cleaning, however, we need to keep the two ingredients separate for best effect: bicarb on its own to clean the acidic tannins in the teapot, for example, and acidic lemon juice on its own to dissolve the alkaline limescale in the kettle.
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