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Domestic business is no less demanding for being less important

Montaigne

In 1900, general housework in the British home was so labour intensive that it required a workforce of servants to implement it. This in turn entrenched a hierarchy of exacting standards of cleanliness, etiquette and order that made it impossible for the middle-class family to imagine being without domestic help. Taking their inspiration from the upper-class country household, with its fleets of uniformed and liveried retainers, middle-class homeowners financially crippled themselves to afford even a single maid rather than suffer the ignominy of doing their own housework.

The more furnished, padded, well stocked and decorated homes became, the more housework they generated. A profusion of cheap, factory-made fabrics resulted in more laundry, more furniture meant more dusting, the increase in available foodstuffs meant elaborate meals and more washing up. The outside world was dirtier (or rather the dirt, in the form of dust, smuts and mud, was more visible) than it is today. Geoffrey Brady, who was born in 1898, lived in an affluent suburb of Stockport. He remembered the constant labour of the family’s servants: ‘If you had your windows open for quarter of an hour you had to go round with a duster afterwards to clean up the smuts and things like that. Curtains were being washed continuously and one’s clothes and handkerchiefs were quite filthy by the end of the day.’

Technology has followed domestic labour, finding ways to speed up and alleviate household tasks. By the 1880s, there seemed to be a device, with varying degrees of real usefulness, for every requirement. ‘No matter whether we desire to clean knives or make stockings, peel potatoes, black shoes, make butter, wash clothes, stitch dresses, shell peas or even make our bread, all we have to do is turn a handle. This is a regular handle-turning age,’ wrote a correspondent in the 1882 Journal of Domestic Appliances. Mangles, knife-cleaners, boot-polishers, dishwashers, vacuum cleaners – all these reduce the labour of the business of keeping clean; though it is interesting to note that machinery sometimes actually expands the number of hours put into housework. Washing machines enable us nowadays to wash our clothes a great deal more often than the old days when there was one weekly laundry.

Advances in household technology vied with a longer-standing resistance to the idea of ‘labour-saving’. Work was morally uplifting – particularly when you weren’t the one doing it. Old-fashioned servants remembered how employers looked for signs of physical labour and suffering as indications of a job well done. ‘Now Edith, you’re getting lazy’, admonished Edith Hall’s employer in the 1920s, when she wanted to use a soapy water wash for cleaning the floor rather than the harsh soda and water concoction that hardened hands and burned the colour off the linoleum. However, for many others the rise in popularity of new branded detergents and household cleaners such as ‘Sunlight’ and ‘Lifebuoy’ gave a whole new definition to the meaning of clean. It was not enough for an object to simply be without a coating of dirt – now it had to smell of the powder it had been washed in.
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Following the technologies available to us, our idea of everyday cleanliness has changed radically over the last hundred years or so. Few people now would think it extravagant to change their clothes every day or to take a daily bath – but they probably only rarely wash their skirting boards or dust down their books. The piney, lemony smells of detergents can mask any nasty odours and a quick spray round the kitchen with a disinfectant or an anti-bacterial liquid feels as though it has probably done the business regarding lurking germs. Our kitchen tables and surfaces, covered in Formica or some other easy-wipe sealant, are far easier to keep clean than the daily scrubbing of stained and pitted pitch pine tables that was the lot of the kitchen maid.

Nevertheless, we can still learn much from the old-fashioned household skills employed by career servants. No Edwardian maid would have been stumped by a wax-covered brass candlestick or a dirty, faded rug. The chemical components of a housemaid’s cupboard seem today like a terrifyingly toxic laboratory. In fact, a few basic components – either acid or alkali, depending – formed the basis of almost all cleaning. It is quite unnecessary to buy a special bathroom spray to protect against mildew if you have a bottle of white vinegar to hand which will do the job just as well for half the price. Tea leaves for sweeping carpets, lemon juice for cleaning copper, boiling water and bicarbonate of soda are some of the basic ingredients that once cleaned a house. In this book I have gathered nearly two centuries of cleaning tips from the memoirs of servants themselves, from housekeeping guides and advice manuals. This book covers every corner of the house, from dusting ceilings to clearing drains and getting rid of cockroaches. The best and simplest of older methods still work for us today – and in many cases their modern equivalents are simply variants of them. These tips are, for the most part, quick; they are also cheap, environmentally friendly and effective.
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The Household Cupboard
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The omnium gatherum of the house

J. B. Alden, 1880

An impressive variety of ingenious materials have been used for cleaning over the centuries. The average cleaning cupboard today will probably contain little more than a vacuum cleaner, some kind of mop and a broom; maybe also a few dusters and some liquid cleaning solution. But a century ago, a household cupboard, even in a modest home, would have contained a piece of equipment for every conceivable domestic task – all arrayed in the ‘orderly manner’ recommended by Mrs Beeton in her first Book of Household Management.

The authors of manuals of servants’ duties always stress the importance of the tidiness and order of this cupboard. It was, as Mrs Beeton put it, ‘where perfect order should prevail’: it was seen as a reflection of the order of the house, and therefore of the psychological order of its occupants. The housekeeper had charge of cleaning materials in larger homes, and in smaller houses, the housemaid’s closet, usually on an upper landing, was the centre of operations. This sometimes had its own supply of soft water pumped in from the outside. Most housekeeping experts recommended that the closet contained a small copper (a built-in copper-lined container with a fire beneath it for boiling water). Generally found near the servants’ bedrooms on the top floor, the closet also usually contained a sink where the contents of the household’s chamber-pots were disposed of every morning. The surrounding area therefore tended to be, as the Hand Book of House Sanitation warned in 1882, ‘subject to a slight though disagreeable odour’.


TIP!

KEEP A BULK SUPPLY OF CHEAP HOUSEHOLD SALT: it has a multitude of uses outside cooking. Adding a teaspoon of salt to a vase of flowers, for example, will keep them fresh longer.
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Water, however, was not in general as integral to household cleaning as it is today. Methods had to be found that limited the use of water in homes that, even with some rudimentary plumbing, had far less access to it than we have today. In the mid-nineteenth century, until the implementation of the reforms recommended by Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 report on sanitary conditions in urban slums, for the city-dwelling poor, water was available only from professional water carriers (who charged high prices) or from shared public pumps.

The labour of carrying, heating and disposing of water meant it could not be used recklessly: three tons a week was the average weight in water carried by a single maid in a modest house in the 1890s. This went for bodily cleanliness too: until the development of plumbed bathrooms in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, bathing was infrequent and vigorous dry brushing or rubbing with a rough cloth was an effective means of shifting dirt.

The average nineteenth-century cleaning cupboard featured a vast array of brushes (see here), as well as supplies of soap of all varieties, scourers, polishers and rags. It also housed a variety of cloths, each type carefully sorted into piles. There would be mountains of soft flannel, often made from worn-out nightdresses, and a great many scraps and rags of cotton or muslin. Cloths made of ‘scrim’, a coarsely woven flax or cotton material, were useful for cleaning windows; thinner cheesecloths were for dusting; and of course chamois leather was used for buffing and polishing.


Brushes

There were coconut fibre brushes for carpets; soft brushes for textiles and woodwork; retractable brushes for the top of curtains and spider brushes for cobwebs. There were plate brushes, horsehair blacking brushes, clothes brushes (hard and soft), bottle-brushes, water brushes (for corners of the skirting where a mop can’t get a purchase) and flexible brushes for getting hair-plugs out of drains. There were brushes for shoes (for putting on polish, for removing it, then for buffing up the shine); small soft ones for kid gloves; bristlier ones to get dried mud off hems. An old-fashioned chandelier duster was called a ‘Turk’s head’ and, according to butler Stanley Ager, looked like a ‘soldier’s busby on the end of a pole’.

Feather dusters were made from cocks’ tail feathers, ‘camel-hair’ clothes brushes from squirrel fur. A rural tradition was using cockscombs for the tricky work of cleaning chimney flues as the rubbery flanges dug into corners.



Journalist Mrs Alfred Praga suggested in her Starting Housekeeping (1900) that the starter household could keep cleaning chemicals to what she considered a minimum: ‘Here is a list of the things you will actually need: Carbolic soap, yellow soap, and your favourite brand of that commodity in a powdered and put-up-in packet state; powdered pumice stone, in conjunction with paraffin or kerosene, the latter for preference, to be used to remove stains from the marble-topped washstands &c, should any exist; Benzine [a by-product of the distillation of petroleum and used to help dissolve fat and resin], for better cleaning of paint &c; metal polish for the brasses and coppers … Soda [a compound of sodium, an alkali] of course you must have: black-lead, emery paper [sandpaper], both the coarse and fine varieties, soft soap, beeswax and turpentine – the latter bought ready mixed – furniture cream or polish for those articles which do not lend themselves amiably to bees-waxing, and a large bottle of your favourite disinfectant for flushing sinks, &c.’
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HOUSEHOLD CLEANERS were purchased by the hundredweight and delivered to the door in wooden tubs (‘about the size of a two-gallon barrel’, remembered Stanley Ager). Soap, such as Fairy, a green soft soap made with olive oil, came in enormous bars that were then cut to size as required, or grated into water to make a jelly. Since the 1890s, branded carbolic soaps, such as Lifebuoy or Wright’s, which contained strong-smelling, disinfecting coal tar, were popular, as was Lever Brothers’ Sunlight, recommended for washing dishes and laundry.



Other cleaning materials included ammonia, a strong alkali and mild bleaching agent used as a solvent for grease and paint stains (and sometimes known as harts-horn because in its original form, it came from the calcined antlers of a deer). Borax, a salt derived from the combination of boracid acid and soda, was used as a grease solvent, water-softener and antiseptic, and should still be an indispensable part of the cleaning armoury. Castile soap was a gentle soap made from olive oil. Castor oil, made from the beans of the castor oil plant, was kept for nourishing leather (and sometimes children). Chloride of lime was a popular disinfectant. Spirits of Salt (more commonly known now as hydrochloric acid) was a strong acid used to remove rust stains but which could damage fabrics. Lemon salts (or salts of lemon), better known now as citric acid, is a powerful drain cleaner and limescale remover. Finally, muriatic acid, a combination of hydrochloric acid and water, was used for cleaning cloudy glass.

The most effective cleaners you will ever need in the home today would therefore have been entirely recognisable to Mrs Praga: distilled vinegar, washing soda (soda crystals), bicarbonate of soda, borax (or borax substitute if you live in the European Union) and citric acid. If you can lay your hands on some long bars of green ‘Fairy’ soap (still available) it is a remarkably efficient grease remover.
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TIP!

DON’T THROW AWAY YOUR OLD NEWSPAPERS: scrumpled newspaper is better than any cloth for cleaning windows.
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Dust
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Rag mats shaken till the dust flew

Winifred Foley

There is absolutely no escaping the universal presence that is dust. The moment dust is wiped away, back it comes, settling in a film over every available surface. Dust is composed of all the detritus of life: minuscule flakes of dead skin, hair and fur, the dried and finished top layer of organic matter that is constantly renewing itself. Dust is stirred up by harvest, by animals, vehicles, footfalls and wind.

A century ago, when horses were commoner than cars, several fires burned in every house and factory chimneys sent soot and smuts into the atmosphere, dust was thicker and more visible in everyday life. Rooms had to be swept out every day, curtains shaken, hats and coats brushed thoroughly after they had been worn outside. ‘Dust and lay all smooth’, was the first instruction of the day in William Kitchiner’s Housekeepers Oracle
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