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To our long-suffering husbands,
Stephen and Christopher, who have provided
us with a steady stream of stains.
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HOW IT ALL STARTED

Our lives were changed for ever by one tiny blue glass bottle of hand sanitiser a few months before the Covid pandemic arrived.

We are two great friends who spent years sharing dog walks and school runs. With our youngest children going off to university, we had started mulling over the idea of setting up a small business together. We shared a passion for protecting the environment and trying to minimise the harsh chemical cleaning products in our homes. And one of the things that drove us absolutely crazy was the rows and rows of toxic plastic bottles languishing in the cupboard under our kitchen sinks.

Thinking we could do better, we started playing around in the back of Purdy’s garage with different plant-based ingredients. Soon, our experiments came to fruition, and we were creating scented natural soaps, powders and scrubs and even running ‘Make your own natural cleaning products’ workshops.

Then, in November 2019, three well-travelled friends from Thailand came along to one of the workshops. They mentioned fears about the rise of airborne viruses such as SARS, and asked if we could create a handbag-sized, airplane-compliant bottle of disinfectant hand sanitiser that they could spray on the fold-down tables during their flight home. We made up three small glass bottles using rubbing alcohol, witch hazel and a few drops of essential oil, and they were delighted.

Within weeks, the virulent strain we now know as Covid-19 was beginning to spread across the world. And that was also precisely the moment we were contacted by the owner of the Notting Hill Bookshop. Thanks to the 1999 rom-com, Notting Hill, the shop had become an iconic tourist spot for travellers, especially from East Asia. He had heard about our natural hand sanitiser and wanted to know if we could supply him with 500 bottles by the following morning. We were completely overwhelmed, but we roped in Purdy’s sons, Charlie and Jack, and worked through the night to make sure that the first delivery would be ready on time.

It wasn’t long before the pharmacy down the road was asking if we could supply them with hand sanitiser as well, and we realised we were on to something. This was just the impetus we needed to get our dreams of creating a company making and selling natural cleaning products off the ground. Charlie and Jack, who had always wanted to set up a business together, both left their jobs to jump in as co-CEOs, and we teamed up with a chemist, Anna Slastanova, to develop a range of natural, gorgeously scented and refillable cleaning products that we hoped would stand up against the big guns.

Our hero product, a natural multi-surface cleaner blended with pure essential oils, called Counter Clean, was launched in autumn 2021 and we haven’t looked back. Purdy & Figg was ranked third in The Sunday Times 2025 list of the UK’s 100 fastest-growing private companies, with central London offices and a factory making the products that are much loved by our very happy subscribers. It’s been a whirlwind. But throughout all the excitement, we have never lost sight of the mission we had talked about from day one: to create a guide to cleaning and stain removal using natural ingredients. And here it is.
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Setting up a business because of our shared frustration with the cabinet of doom in our kitchens might sound a bit random. But in many ways, we had been gearing up for it for years. Charlotte was working at the time as a marketing consultant but with a keen interest in horticulture and essential oils. Purdy had trained in homeopathy, was working as a nurse in the NHS and was a fierce exponent of natural remedies. Purdy’s obsession was the harsh chemicals many of our cleaners contained, and what they might be doing to our health; Charlotte was focused on the planet and the way her recycling bin kept filling up with plastic trigger bottles so quickly, even after her children had left home.

And, while we had huge fun in those early days in the garage, playing with natural cleaning recipes and running the workshops with friends, there was a serious side too. The workshops provided the perfect opportunity for market research, and we did a lot of listening. We also went on several courses ourselves, learning about everything from soap making to essential-oil blending. We quizzed plumbers, washing-machine engineers and ‘green’ dry cleaners, mining their experience in the field for precious nuggets, tips and advice. We studied the latest science about antibacterials and health, and we quickly learnt what people did and didn’t want. Our aim, quite literally, was to provide simple solutions that could take the irritations out of cleaning and make it a joy and pleasure, and we soon realised that instead of all those bottles and sprays, we needed only four home-made products to clean the house from top to bottom: a natural multi-surface spray, a window, mirror and glass cleaner, a gentle abrasive scrub paste and a loo cleaner.

With this book we want to share our knowledge, gained over years of trialling ingredients and methods. We will show the potential upsides of forsaking harsh cleaning ingredients and reveal the impressive and versatile powers of natural ones. In the following chapters, you’ll learn why we have so many reservations about conventional cleaning products. We will tell you about the seven hero ingredients you really need, and we’ll get you mixing, stirring and shaking up your own range of natural pastes and sprays. We’ll equip you with the knowledge to tackle almost every possible stain, smear and unwelcome insect invader, while encouraging you to make your home smell like a spa. We are also on a mission to address modern, everyday concerns about sustainability, microplastics and the environment, health, immunity, antibiotic resistance and allergies, and to suggest alternatives to conventional cleaning products that are affordable and that offer savings in both time and space. We believe that using non-toxic natural cleaners is essential to leading a healthy life; and we want to help reduce the mountains of plastic – in our bodies, in our homes and on the planet.
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WHAT KIND OF CLEANER ARE YOU?

Have you ever wondered where you sit on the cleaning spectrum? Are you a blitzer, a spritzer or an ever-so-casual feather duster? Try our (light-hearted) quiz and find out.


1. How often do you clean your home?

A. I blitz whenever I see a speck of dust on my floor.

B. Once a week, give or take.

C. When I can no longer see out of the windows.

2. What does your home look like?

A. I’m hoping to audition for my own TV reality cleaning show. I know I’m in with a chance.

B. It’s comfortable, comforting and reasonably clean, without being immaculate.

C. Think Miss Havisham; the cobwebs are romantic, and we all know dust is healthy…

3. Describe your cleaning style.

A. I ’m a whirlwind: snapped-on rubber gloves, pinny tied on, bucket, mop and lots of bleach.

B. Earpods in and multi-surface spray at the ready. Let’s do this.

C. Sitting in an armchair waving a feather duster in the air.

4. What kind of products do you use?

A. The stronger the better, and gallons of them.

B. I try to use eco-friendly products but occasionally slip.

C. I don’t need them. My house cleans itself.

5. When you’re cleaning, you’re most likely to listen to:

A. My customised deep house playlist on a loop.

B. Anything with an uplifting vibe to get me moving.

C. Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’. It’s so relaxing.

6. The idea of switching to natural cleaning products is:

A. Ridiculous. They’re expensive and they don’t work.

B. I’m sure they’re a good idea, I wish I knew more about them.

C. Sounds like far too much of a faff.

7. How much do you love cleaning?

A. I’m considering going pro and just started my own TikTok.

B. I quite enjoy it, if I can have a cup of tea afterwards.

C. Is this a joke?

8. Who’s your favourite cleanfluencer?

A. I live for Mrs Hinch.

B. I don’t do social media, but Shirley Conran said it all.

C. Is that a cleaner with some kind of head cold?

Results

Mostly As: Whoa, you need to read this book before your mop applies for a restraining order.

Mostly Bs: A kindred spirit. Wait, have you already started this book?

Mostly Cs: Mm, I think you should definitely read this book. In fact, you must.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Problem with ‘Big Clean’

Fling open the doors of that chaotic cupboard you have under the sink in your kitchen and you’re likely to find an army of bottles, sprays, foams and creams all screaming ‘extra strength’ or ‘power plus’ with frequent use of the word ‘max’ and smatterings of ‘kills 99.9% of germs’. In this post-Covid world, many of us have become germaphobes, and helpless victims of the persuasive charms of ‘Big Clean’ – the multi-billion-pound household cleaning industry. We confess we were no different. It wasn’t so long ago that you’d have found a hodgepodge of bleaches and lavatory gels and umpteen different cleaners for kitchen counters, bathrooms, stove tops, carpets, fabrics, wood, floors, blinds and ovens under our kitchen sinks.

We both had shelves groaning with limescale removers and polishing creams for brass, silver and copper, and then there were all the insect-control products – moth bombs, ant powders, fly sprays and other toxic repellents – not to mention a whole host of sprays for removing every kind of stain imaginable. Some we used on a regular basis, but most were pushed to the back where they languished for years with the holey rubber gloves (permanently attached to a tube of superglue), remnants of old cloths and dried-out plastic sponges.

Purdy has always been a bit of an eco-warrior, and even though she’d worked as a nurse in hospitals, where hygiene is paramount, she suspected she didn’t really need most of these products. Many carried toxicity warnings, which made us wonder what kind of impact they might be having on our skin or our lungs. We hated all that difficult-to-recycle plastic packaging, and worried about the potential dangers all those powerful chemicals would present to watery wildlife once we’d flushed them down our drains.

In her iconic Book of Household Management published in 1861, Mrs Beeton wrote that perfect order should prevail in your cleaning-products cupboard, as it reflected the order of the house and, by turn, the psychological order of its inhabitants. We had become ashamed of this miserable corner of the kitchen – it most definitely did not suggest perfect order. Something clearly had to change. That’s why we set out to discover just how we had become seduced into thinking we needed so many different cleaning products in the first place, and to unpick the possible damage those harsh chemicals might be doing to us.
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FROM GERM THEORY TO MR MUSCLE


The boom in household cleaning products began in 1853, when Gladstone finally abolished the soap tax. Up until that point, soap had been considered a luxury item, but now suddenly everyone could afford to use soap to clean their homes and to wash themselves. Manufacturers didn’t hesitate to start marketing specialist soap bars. Pears led the way, famously employing celebrities like the Victorian actress and mistress of the Prince of Wales, Lillie Langtry, to endorse the brand.
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And then, in 1861, French chemist Louis Pasteur published his ‘germ theory’, which proved, at the time controversially, that it was the microbes in the air





The rise of the cleanfluencer
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Have we reached ‘peak’ clean?








HOLD THE SPRAY




What’s lurking behind the label?







The main baddies

QACs or Quats


Phthalates


Sodium Hypochlorite (chlorine bleach)


A manifesto for change

Avoid artificial colours and fragrances


Think about the waterways





Banish wet wipes



Plastics be gone







Go natural
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OUR TEN COMMANDMENTS
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Begin with the end in mind



Three Russian dolls



Little and often



Just get started



Make it beautiful



Embrace new scent memories



The secret of sunlight and soaking



LET THE SUN SHINE
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Declutter – a place for everything and everything in its place
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Be the mosquito



How do you eat a whale?
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Charlotte Figg and Purdy Rubin have asserted their right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the authors of this work. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owners and the publisher.
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Where images or quotes have been used in this text, every effort has been made to contact copyright holders and abide by ‘fair use’ guidelines. If you are a copyright holder and wish to get in touch, please email info@newriverbooks.co.uk

DISCLAIMER

The information provided in this book is for educational purposes only and is not intended to be a substitute for professional advice. The authors are not liable for any damage, injury or loss that may result from the use of the natural cleaning products described. Readers are advised to always use caution and test products in a small area before wider application. By using the recipes and tips in this book, readers assume all risks associated with the use of the ingredients involved.

Additionally, on essential oils: never use these undiluted or internally unless advised by your health provider or certified aromatherapist. Keep essential oils away from infants, children and pets. If pregnant or breastfeeding, consult with your healthcare provider or a certified aromatherapist before using any essential oils. We do not use, promote or recommend the use of essential oils from endangered sources.
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