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			FROM MARTHA

			Plenty of advice has been offered in the past few years on the subject of organizing: organizing your life, your family, your daily routine, your schedule, your closets and drawers. Some of it attempts to simplify the process—just discard what doesn’t please you, fold everything into tiny packages or put it in small boxes, make lists and pin them to your door or place them on your desk. These are good starting points, but the subject is so much larger and so much more important than that might suggest. An orderly and organized life calls for creating and then sticking to clear rules, pre-set schedules, and to-do lists that are dictated by your own lifestyle and that of your family. This deliberate, individualized approach will save you so much time in the long run when dealing with life’s surprises. It will save you from disorganization and leave you free to spend less time on chores, more time for the activities that prove meaningful to you.

			In this book we have arranged “living” and “organizing” strategies into a clear format to help guide you, concentrating on the items that have to be done on a regular basis. We begin by looking at the year, breaking down what needs to happen, month by month. I’m a big proponent of keeping a calendar and populating it with every task, appointment, and event, big and small, down to staking the peonies, grooming my dogs, sharpening my kitchen knives, setting up my grandchildren’s sailing lessons, and ordering the Thanksgiving turkey. This practice will help you live a more productive and fulfilling life, day in and day out. I certainly couldn’t have managed my busy schedule without it.

			We then move through the home, room by room (even section by section, and, in the case of the kitchen, drawer by drawer), offering valuable tips you can easily apply to your own living spaces. Lastly, we outline the most common routines—such as cooking, gardening, and cleaning—into manageable steps, with checklists and schedules to help you handle each one efficiently and effectively.

			I’ve shared a wealth of tips and techniques for getting and staying organized in this one book, the culmination of decades of research gathered for Living and my TV shows and online videos, as well as through my personal experience. I hope it becomes your own trusted source of organizing wisdom for decades to come.
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			How (and Why) to Use This Book

			THERE’S A REASON you are holding this book in your hands. Perhaps you’re feeling that there’s too much clutter and chaos in your home. Or maybe you’d just like to see your daily life run a bit more smoothly. This book is here to help you get a handle on all of it—to get organized and stay that way. By using the three-part approach laid out in these pages—month by month, room by room, and routine by routine—you’ll gain a broad grasp of what you need to do, as well as step-by-step how-tos to help you get it all done.

			Big-picture advice is complemented by “projects” that solve common organizing conundrums (such as making a command center, page 90), annotated images to demonstrate by example (page 102, for instance), convenient charts and checklists for managing recurring chores (such as purging the pantry, page 110), and of course “Martha Musts,” offering personal best tips on particularly helpful topics.

			Start with the monthly calendars in Part One: There you’ll find entries for each day. These calendars follow Martha’s planner regarding what to do when. Adapt them to your own schedule and lifestyle. They are meant not to overwhelm but to reinforce the idea that doing a little bit at a time can keep you from having to do a whole lot at once—and also to remind you to schedule in the leisure time that helps keep life balanced.

			A handful of each month’s entries are bolded in the calendar and described in detail on the pages that immediately follow; they fall into color-coded categories (see key, below), which correlate to routines that will be discussed in more depth in Part Three. Seasonal tasks, especially those pertaining to the garden, will depend on where you reside, so adjust those dates and duties accordingly.

		
			Category Key

			CLEAN

			LAUNDER

			GARDEN 

			HOME

			COOK

			ENTERTAIN

			CELEBRATE

			KIDS

			PETS

			WELLNESS

		

			Part Two is all about organizing each area of the home. This is where you really take control of your stuff, as well as of the tasks associated with keeping each space in order, using a two-step system: First size up each space to discern its particular needs, and then strategize the storage. Practical, hands-on tips will help you with challenging spots—sinks and counters in the kitchen, shelves and bookcases in the living room, and closets in bedrooms and the entryway.

			Finally, Part Three sets forth the supplies, strategies, and schedules for everyday routines (see the color-coded key above), guided by a less-is-best ideology: the fewer the supplies, the less need for storage; fewer steps means organizing gets done faster and stays that way, so you have more time for all the things you’d rather be doing.

			There’s no right or wrong way to organize your life and home—that’s why this book is designed to give you options. For example, when updating your own daily/weekly planner at the start of each month (or the beginning of each year), you can turn to the calendars in Part One for reminders and inspiration. When a particular space (such as the pantry or refrigerator) is in need of a refresh, you can go right to the appropriate guide in Part Two. And if it’s time to revamp your cleaning routine or get the kids’ schedules back on track, you can flip to those sections in Part Three. Any way you go about it, clear instruction and easy-to-implement expertise are there to help.

		

	

		
			Organizing Principles and Provisions

			Before making your way through this book, take a few moments to familiarize yourself with the following best practices.

			Getting Started

			Clutter prevents you from seeing a room’s potential. To pare down efficiently and effectively, employ the four-box formula (keep, toss, donate, sell) and the following guidelines, which will also help you maintain the space once it is functioning as it should.

			Set realistic goals: Being too ambitious can sabotage the best of intentions. Instead of aiming to put your entire home in order in just two months, spread out the tasks over the year. Rather than digging through decades of paperwork in a single session, set aside an hour or two each day to pore over one year at a time, shredding, recycling, and re-filing as you go. Similarly, don’t expect sudden shifts in your everyday routine; recognize that any long-lasting change will take persistence.

			Tackle one room or routine at a time: Start with high-traffic areas like the kitchen and bathroom, as this will give you the greatest sense of accomplishment and keep you motivated to go through the remaining rooms. If a whole room is still too daunting, pinpoint one component (kitchen cabinets and drawers, for example) at a time. When evaluating your routines, focus on what’s most important first, whether it’s cooking or gardening.

			Do a little every day: In addition to devoting entire weekends to deeper organizational dives, make an effort to take quick and easy steps throughout the week. This will keep matters from getting too out of hand. You’ll find a few time-management tips in Part Three for when you have five, ten, or fifteen minutes; use these as templates for coming up with your own short-order tasks.

			Schedule it in: Don’t leave organizing to chance. Using the calendars in Part One and schedules in Part Three, block off time in your planner for daily, weekly, monthly, seasonal, and annual to-dos. Set reminders to stave off procrastination. Reward yourself with a spa day or dinner with friends whenever you’ve ticked all the boxes.

			Next Steps

			Once you’ve pared down your belongings, you’ll need to establish a system for putting what’s left in good order. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution, but heeding the principles below will ensure you find what works for you.

			Give everything a home: Stowing objects in attractive vessels, hanging items on hooks or peg rails, and even having handy catchall baskets and bins will make for a pulled-together dwelling. Knowing where it all goes also makes it easier to put it all back—particularly important for getting kids to pitch in with the on-going cleanup.

			Group like with like: Sorting different articles by category (e.g., toy trucks in one bin, puzzles in another; hair products on a designated shelf, cosmetics in a drawer divider; metal spatulas in this crock, wooden spoons in that one) will save time and effort when using them and when figuring out where things go.

			Keep it where you use it: Storing things where they are most often needed (pots and pans over an island, a mending kit in the laundry room) can shave precious minutes off your everyday chores. Consider frequency of use as well as proximity, putting staple supplies within easy reach and stashing the rest where they aren’t taking up valuable space.

			Make the most of every inch: This maxim proves helpful no matter a room’s size. Exploit the space below a bed or coffee table or above a door or window frame; mine the far reaches of a coat or linen closet; optimize vertical wall space (such as with pegboard, shelves, or towel bars). Use a desk riser to open up space under a computer monitor and an over-the-door rack to create extra storage in a kitchen or bathroom. Add hooks and racks inside kitchen cabinets and doors. Put the side of a refrigerator to work with magnetized systems.

			Use multitasking furniture: It’s easy to find versatile pieces that help sneak in more storage. Ottomans and chests are great for living rooms or bedrooms, benches and cubbies for entryways or mudrooms. A dresser can double as a nightstand, a chair in the bathroom is seating and spare-towel holder in one. Rolling carts can be parked anywhere and moved as the need arises. Same for a coat tree, which can be relocated to a guest room when its winter shift in the entryway is over.

			Create zones: Similar to grouping like with like, visually or mentally assigning different tasks to different parts of a room can help you stay on-task. This could mean dividing a desk into bill-paying, correspondence, and creative stations, or housing garden and lawn tools, sporting gear, and auto supplies in separate zones in a garage.

		

	

		
			Top 10 Organizing All-Stars

			With these hardworking supplies on hand, taming clutter will be all the easier—and your home all the neater. Orderliness awaits.

			
				1. Bins and Baskets: Clear plastic bins let you see what’s inside, perfect for a kid’s room or garage (with tight-fitting lids for long-term storage). Fabric bins or woven baskets create harmony in high-traffic areas such as the living room or bathroom; same for attractive totes, which can double as hampers.

				2. Food Storage Containers: Airtight, food-safe jars and canisters are a must for decanting bulk purchases and nonperishables in the kitchen. Those made of glass keep the contents visible. Nesting sets are convenient for storing make-aheads and leftovers, and save space when not in use.

				3. Labels: There’s a label to match every organizing need, including manila tags or peel-and-stick versions; a label maker quickly prints out IDs for spice jars, pantry containers and shelves, file folders, and other household items.

				4. Hooks: Wall hooks keep stuff off the floor throughout the home, including the garage and basement. Cup hooks expand storage under shelves or cabinets; S hooks work with pegboards or towel bars. Adhesive hooks offer temporary storage, such as during the holidays.

				5. Trays: Use these to group items for a cohesive effect, such as on a coffee table, dresser, or nightstand—and on kitchen counters, bathroom surfaces, and entry consoles (think small caddies for keys and loose change). A larger tray turns an ottoman or bench into a table, for extra storage.

				6. Drawer Inserts: Virtually every drawer has its own solution, from mesh inserts for a desk or junk drawer; bamboo inserts for the kitchen; and fabric or Lucite for dressers and closet bins.

				7. Shaker-Style Peg Rails: Mount these in a bathroom to hold robes and spare towels, in the entryway to keep jackets and backpacks off the floor, and in a utility room to hang brooms and dustpans.

				8. Shelves: Make the most of unused wall space in practically any room with mounted shelves and ledges, choosing the size and style that serve the greatest need.

				9. Tension Rods: They’re not just for curtains but also for organizing cabinets (horizontally to keep cutting boards upright, for example, or vertically to hang cleaning supplies under a kitchen sink).

				10. Lazy Susans: Spices are just the beginning; this old-school spinner will keep other ingredients (in a pantry or refrigerator), toiletries, laundry provisions—you name it— within easy reach.
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			Part One: Organize Your Year

	

		
			No organizing toolkit is complete without a well-tended planner. On the following pages, you’ll find Martha’s calendars for the year, which address her seasonal tasks and important dates—like when she sharpens the gardening tools, reorganizes her pantries, or hosts a dinner party. Personalize each month with home maintenance to-dos, health care appointments, and special occasions (birthdays and weddings and graduations). You’ll see that each day has an entry, but none has too many—because doing a bit every day is the best way to get everything done without getting overwhelmed. We’ve also made sure to include hiking, apple picking, theatergoing, and other recreational activities, in hopes that you’ll add your own favorite diversions—these, after all, are what make everything else worthwhile.
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		January

		New year, new you, new outlook—this month is about recharging your health and well-being. Set goals that matter, such as staying active and connected. Planning and preparing are also on January’s agenda, using checklists to make sure you cover all the essentials.

		

	

ORGANIZE YOUR YEAR  JANUARY
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*Chinese New Year Falls between January 21 and February 20, determined by the Chinese lunar calendar.





			
				[image: ]
			
		
			Wellness

			Establish Healthy Habits

			Your resolve may have faded over the course of the busy year prior, especially during the holidays, but now is the time to start fresh. Make a list of goals for your health and well-being.

			1. Rethink what you eat, with a focus on whole foods (page 18).

			2. Reevaluate your exercise routine: Look at what’s working and what isn’t. Schedule sessions with a trainer; sign up for skiing lessons; register for a race in the spring and start training now.

			3. Practice mindfulness and meditation: Start with five minutes of deep breathing upon waking and again at the end of the day, using a meaningful word or image as a prompt.

			4. Make time for a social life: People who engage with others live longer, happier lives. Take a cooking class with a friend, volunteer at a local museum, or join a running group.

		

		
			HOME

			Review Your Financial Plan for the Year

			Prioritize this now, before other distractions set in.

			
				Schedule an annual-review meeting with your financial planner, if you have one.

				Evaluate short- and long-term savings goals, and determine if you’re setting aside enough each month to achieve them.

				Establish, or review, savings (ideally via direct deposit) and expense-tracking systems.

				Order your free annual credit reports and/or sign up for credit monitoring through your bank or credit card provider.

				Review home, car, and medical insurance policies and needs.

				Reassess your investment portfolio.

				Consider increasing 401(k) and retirement plan contributions.

			

		

	

		
			Celebrate

			Put Away Decorations

			When you take the time to put away decorations in an orderly fashion, they’ll be all the easier to put back up again next season—and in the same pristine shape.

			LIGHTS: Test string lights, then loop each strand into a neat bundle, wrapping ends around each one (or a cardboard rectangle) to secure. Place each strand in a resealable plastic bag, leaving air inside to act as a cushion; place bags in a bin.

			ORNAMENTS: Store ornaments in a segmented cardboard box made for this purpose (sold at home organization stores), or reuse a box from a wine store. First wrap fragile ornaments individually in acid-free tissue paper. Clear plastic storage bins are also convenient and let you see the contents; keep tissue-wrapped ornaments and delicate bows in zippered plastic bags with some air trapped inside for extra padding. Store decorations where humidity and temperature don’t fluctuate throughout the year.
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			Celebrate

			Recycle the Christmas Tree

			Take your tree outside: Lay a drop cloth or old sheet on the floor next to the tree, wrap the trunk in a towel, and then wrap the whole tree in the cloth, enclosing all branches. Carry the tree trunk-first through your door to keep branches from catching on the frame and breaking off.

			Use it as winter mulch: Rather than leaving your tree curbside, remove its branches with a handsaw, then crisscross them over perennial beds to a thickness of several inches to protect plants from snow and frost; remove in the spring. If you don’t need the mulch in your own yard, ask your local sanitation or environmental department if it has a program to supply mulch to local residents.

		

		
			Martha Must

			I like to give money plants (Pilea peperomioides) on New Year’s Day and as birthday gifts, because they are believed to bring prosperity. Since they are easy to care for and readily produce new “babies,” they make lovely first plants for children.

		

	

		
			Cook

			Focus on Whole Foods

			January is a good time to clean up your eating habits. Fill your pantry with healthy basics that you can build meals around, such as dried beans, whole grains, and pasta. Keep leafy greens and fresh fruit on hand (and frozen berries—a good, longer-lasting pick). Carve out time each week to plan meals and pack lunches and snacks daily to avoid poor last-minute decisions.

			For on-the-go breakfasts, assemble fresh-fruit and yogurt parfaits the night before. To make the superfood smoothie parfait shown here, make a “pudding” of chia seeds soaked in unsweetened coconut milk, maple syrup, and vanilla extract, then layer with fruit and plain yogurt; refrigerate overnight. Top with a green smoothie (this one is spinach and mango).
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			IN-SEASON PICKS

			BELGIAN ENDIVE This tender vegetable works well in salads or braised as a side dish. Choose endive heads with crisp, tightly packed leaves at the market; wrap them in paper towels and then refrigerate in plastic bags for a week or so.

			CITRUS These fruits offer bright colors and flavors when they’re needed most. Experiment with specialty varieties, such as Meyer lemons and Cara Cara oranges. Choose fragrant, blemish-free fruit that feels heavy for its size. Keep it on the counter for a few days or refrigerate in a plastic bag for a few weeks. Wash if using the zest; zest before juicing.

		

		
			Garden

			Care For Houseplants

			Keep plants healthy in winter with these four tips:

			1. Yellow foliage can signal too much watering. Cut off those areas; water when an inch below the surface soil feels dry.

			2. Plants lean into sunlight; for more even growth, rotate them a quarter turn clockwise each time you water, or every two or three days, whichever comes first.

			3. Indoor heating can dry out some plants. Run a humidifier, or place pots on trays of pebbles and water (not necessary for succulents).

			4. Remove mealybugs (white fuzz) using a cotton swab dipped in rubbing alcohol. Cut off stems infested with tiny “brown helmets,” known as scale. Red dots mean spider mites; remove with a cold-water rinse.
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			Cook

			Make and Freeze Stocks

			Pick a chilly weekend to simmer a large pot of chicken or vegetable stock. You can freeze the stock for making sauces, soups, and stews—plus risotto, polenta, and potpies—in the months to come. Follow these tips to demystify the process:

			
				Make a habit of freezing cooking scraps—vegetable trimmings, cheese rinds, meat and poultry bones—in resealable plastic bags so they will be ready to add to the stockpot for flavor.

				Strain stock (discard solids) and let cool; refrigerate overnight to allow fat to rise to the surface, then skim that off.

				To freeze stock, transfer the cooled broth to a labeled container, leaving space at the top, as liquids expand in the freezer. Or distribute the stock evenly in ice-cube trays and freeze until solid; then pop the cubes into resealable bags. Use the frozen cubes—each one is about three tablespoons—as you would regular stock.

			

		

		
			GENTLE REMINDERS

			Be a good neighbor to the birds in winter. Supplement scarce natural resources with a mix of peanuts, sunflower seeds, and cracked corn. And keep the birdbath full (a heater will prevent freezing).

			Best way to stave off the flu and other seasonal bugs? Wash your hands. Lather for at least 20 seconds— the time it takes to sing “Happy Birthday” twice—and do it often. Especially before eating or preparing food.

			Prepare for your annual meeting with your tax accountant: Organize receipts and gather end-of-year bank statements, W-2 forms, and other tax documents in a folder as they arrive in the mail.

			MLK Jr. weekend is more than an opportunity for a mid-winter mini break. It’s also a great time to contribute to your community. Check out volunteering events in your area, and recommit for the year to social and charitable causes you support.
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		February

		The shortest month of the year often proves to be the chilliest—encouraging fireside reading and luxurious soaks to nourish winter skin. Don’t forget to share the love on Valentine’s Day by giving a handcrafted sentiment or a delicious baked treat.

		For the cookies shown above, see “Bake heart-shaped sweets,” page 23.

		

	

ORGANIZE YOUR YEAR  FEBRUARY
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			Kids

			Make Valentine’s day Cards

			You’ll need paper, some paint, and just a few folds to create these charming notions.

			1. Apply a few strokes of paint to paper—we used vellum, crepe paper, and pages from a drawing pad; let dry. Or simply start with one of your child’s existing artworks.

			2. Cut out template (page 278) and trace it on your paper; cut out. Write your message on the plain side. Fold accordion-style, along dotted lines, creasing every 3/8 inch or so. Fold creased paper in half to form tip of heart.

			3. Fan out to create the heart’s rounded top; secure edges of paper at center with clear tape.
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			Wellness

			TAKE A SOOTHING SOAK

			Turn bathtime into a mini wellness retreat that will cure what ails you. Start with warm (ideally 112°F) water; rehydrate post-soak with a glass of cold water.

			For a cold or flu: A few drops of eucalyptus oil, a natural decongestant, can help clear and open sinuses; the oil also has antiviral properties.

			For sore muscles: Mustard powder can alleviate stiffness. Use 2 tablespoons each of mustard powder and baking soda.

			For eczema: One cup colloidal (finely milled) oatmeal can help relieve itchiness and calm irritation.
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			Celebrate

			Bake Heart-Shaped Sweets

			No specialty molds are needed to pull off this dessert—just your basic 8-inch round and square pans for baking your favorite chocolate cake batter. Let the cakes cool completely; then, with a serrated knife, even the tops and halve the round cake vertically. Place each round half alongside the adjacent sides of the square cake, leveled-sides down (see diagram on page 278), and frost to finish.

			For the cookies on page 20, tint sugar-cookie dough in appropriate shades (pink and red are shown); roll that and chocolate dough out and cut into hearts of assorted sizes, making sure to have matching pairs of each. Sprinkle with sanding sugar (also tinted) if desired before baking. Sandwich cooled cookies with your go-to confectioners’ sugar buttercream or raspberry jam.

		

		
			Kids

			send love in the lunchbox

			Give your kids a sweet surprise on February 14.

			
	Instead of just cutting off the crusts of their favorite sandwiches, trim those peanut butter and jellies or grilled cheeses with a heart-shaped cookie cutter.

	Wrap the sandwich hearts in white parchment and tie them with red-and-white twine (or washi tape).

	Include sliced hulled strawberries (they look just like hearts) with plain yogurt alongside for dipping.

		

		

		
			IN-SEASON PICKS

			FENNEL Choose firm bulbs with no brown spots; fronds should be bright green (reserve these for garnishing soups and pasta). Fennel will keep up to three days; wrap in a damp paper towel and store in an airtight container in the refrigerator. Serve raw with citrus in salads, or roasted or sautéed alongside fish or chicken.

			NEW POTATOES While most potatoes are kept in cold storage for as long as a year, these tubers are sold soon after they’ve been harvested. They have thin skin and a light, sweet flavor. Try to pick them one by one for the best quality—avoid any that are green or have cuts or eyes. Store in a cool, dark place and use within three or four days.
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			Clean

			DEEP-CLEAN BOOKSHELVES

			On a wintry weekend when you’re stuck indoors, devote a couple hours to straightening your bookshelves. Begin by removing all volumes and other objects from the shelves, and placing them on a drop cloth or old sheet on the floor. Wipe the shelves with a damp cloth or a dry paintbrush; then, holding books by their spines, gently fan out the pages to remove any dust trapped inside. Vacuum the shelves with the brush-tool attachment. Before returning books to their proper home, sort the titles by author or as desired, such as by subject or by color. Donate anything you no longer want, or share with friends. Deep-clean your bookshelves at least twice a year; ideally, incorporate it into your weekly vacuuming routine once each season.

		

		
			Garden

			prune trees

			When the coldest weather has passed, thin the branches, cut away dead or diseased wood, and shape what’s left—this will encourage vigorous growth in spring.

			1. Use a sharp saw for clean cuts, and be sure to wear gloves. Cut one-third of the way into the branch you want to remove from underneath, about a foot from the trunk.

			2. Next, taking care to stand clear, saw away from the tree trunk, starting about an inch to the right of the first cut, to remove the branch.

			3. Don’t leave any stubs: Remove the remainder of the branch just next to the joint; stand clear for safety.

		

	

		
			Launder

			Organize Your Linen Closet

			Organizing bed linens can pose a serious challenge. Here’s one method for keeping all the different sets from appearing disheveled when not in use. Inspired by the Japanese art of furoshiki, in which fabric parcels are used for a multitude of tasks, from carrying water bottles to gift-giving, this idea is easily executed on laundry day:

			Fold each set—pillowcases, top and fitted sheets—and wrap with a square of fabric (1½ yards should do), using like colors to coordinate the sets by room or by sheet size, if desired. The bundles are easy to tote to a closet or other destination, and keep the linens from toppling over on a shelf. (For a similar idea, tuck each set inside a coordinating pillowcase.) Add labels for easy identification by all bed-makers (i.e., kids) as well as houseguests.
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			GENTLE REMINDERS

			Freshen your winter woolens. Hand-wash with gentle detergent (no wringing!), or if necessary, dry-clean, then defuzz with a battery-operated pill remover or fine-tooth comb.

			Forget that old habit of idling the car in the driveway: On frigid days, it’s better for the engine and the environment to let it warm up while driving. If you park outdoors, try to position the car so the sun will hit the hood in the morning and warm the battery.

			Making chicken soup? Pack up some extra in a large glass jar (best for storage and reheating), and bring it to a friend or neighbor who’s under the weather.

		

		
			Martha Must

			Each winter I pick a day to thoroughly sharpen my garden tools, first with a mill file or medium-grit sandpaper, then with a sharpening stone, and finishing with linseed or vegetable or even motor oil.
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		March

		With winter winding down, we look forward to forsythia blooming and maple-sugaring time (think pancake breakfasts). The days are getting longer now, inviting us to linger and labor in the garden—or to just get outdoors.

		

	

ORGANIZE YOUR YEAR  MARCH
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*FIRST DAY OF SPRING Falls during the spring equinox, almost always on March 19, 20, or 21 in the northern hemisphere.
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