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Let your boat of life be light, packed with only what you need—a homely home and simple pleasures, one or two friends worth the name, someone to love and someone to love you, a cat, a dog, and a pipe or two, enough to eat and enough to wear, and a little more than enough to drink, for thirst is a dangerous thing.

—JEROME KLAPKA JEROME


Several years ago I was sitting at my desk, idly glancing at my daily schedule, which was laid out in a time-management system roughly the size of Nebraska. This binder was bursting with “to-do” lists, phone logs, time-organizers, meeting-maximizers, goal-stabilizers, high-tech efficiency charts, and five- and ten-year life planners. Suddenly, I realized I no longer wanted my life to be that complicated.

I immediately picked up the phone and scheduled a long weekend retreat. I left my time-management system at home, but I took a notebook. I had a lot of thinking to do.

Like many others of our generation, my husband, Gibbs, and I had bought into the Bigger is Better and the More is Better Yet philosophies of the 1980s. We had the big house, the big car, most of the conveniences, and many of the toys of the typical yuppie life-style. Then we gradually began to realize that, rather than contributing to our lives, many of these things complicated them far more than we’d been willing to admit. We’d always known the Joneses weren’t worth keeping up with, but we finally had to face the fact that the only thing we’d ever gotten from a power lunch was indigestion. The time had come for us to get off the fast track.

Over the next few days I sat alone in the peaceful silence of that retreat house, and came up with a list of things we could do to improve the quality of our lives while decreasing the complexity. When I got home, I sat down with Gibbs and went over the list. Fortunately, he agreed with all of the major and most of the minor changes I proposed.

The first thing we did was get rid of all the stuff we didn’t use anymore (#1). We took a giant step and moved across country, so we could work where we wanted to live (#51), and do what we really wanted to do (#52). In the process we moved to a smaller house (#19). Over the next few years we simplified our eating habits (#57), consolidated our investments (#46), sold the damn boat (#21), rethought our buying habits (#40), and drastically reduced our needs for goods and services (#42). Step by step, we gradually implemented most of the ideas outlined in this book.

When we launched our simplicity program, we had three specific goals in mind. First, we wanted the things in our lives—our home, our cars, our clothes, our diets, our finances—to be small enough and few enough and simple enough that we could easily take care of them ourselves.

Second, we wanted to free ourselves from the commitments, the people, and the obligations that kept us from having time to do the things we really want to do. We made the decision early on to stop doing the things that we’d always done because we felt we should do them. Not only has this increased the time we have for ourselves, but it has greatly reduced the stress that comes from doing things we don’t want to do.

Third, we wanted our lives to be consistent with our desire to live in harmony with the environment.

For us, simplifying was not the “going back to the land” movement of the 1960s—though we did want to include more nature in our lives, and we have. Nor was it about living cheaply, though close to half of the suggestions in this book will reduce your expenditures. For us, living simply meant reducing the scale, maintaining the comfort, eliminating the complexity, and minimizing the time demands of life as we had known it in the 1980s.

When we first started to simplify, I longed for guidance from others who had been there before us. I combed libraries and bookstores in search of help. While a fair amount has been written about the philosophy of the simple life, I was unable to find anything of a practical nature that outlined specific things we could do to simplify. So we plodded along on our own.

Each time we completed a major step in our simplification process, we discovered some other minor things we could do to simplify, and we added them to our list. I decided that if the two of us—for the most part rational and reasonable people—had gotten so caught up in the frenetically paced lifestyle and rampant consumerism of the eighties, there must be other reasonable people out there who had done the same thing, and who were now looking for practical things they could do to simplify their lives. And so I decided to write this book, which is a compilation of those steps we’ve taken to simplify, and the things we’ve learned from other like-minded people along the way.

It’s possible your life is complicated enough—as ours was—to warrant implementing many or all of these suggestions. Or, it might be that taking just one or two of these steps—like cleaning up your relationships (#72), or changing your expectations (#88)—will provide the level of simplicity you need to more fully enjoy the other areas of your life. Whatever the case, keep in mind that one person’s simplicity is another’s complexity. Bowing out of the holidays (#33) was tremendously liberating for us, but it might complicate your life beyond words. You get to decide.

Wise men and women in every major culture throughout history have found that the secret to happiness is not in getting more but in wanting less. The nineties appear to be presenting one of those golden moments of change, the opportunity to freely give up the things that don’t make us happy and to incorporate the lessons of the eighties into a simple but elegant life-style for the nineties—and into the next century. So, to paraphrase Henry David Thoreau, take advantage of the movement of the times and simplify, simplify. And enjoy.









One
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Your Household











1. Reduce the Clutter in Your Life
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A giant step on the road to simplicity is to eliminate the odds and ends that clutter up your home, your car, your office, and your life. If you’re moving to a smaller home (#19), paring down will no doubt be a necessity. As you start your program to reduce the clutter, the guideline is easy: If you haven’t used it in a year or more, get rid of it.

Getting rid of it can mean any number of things: give it to a friend, give it to Goodwill, take it to a consignment shop, sell it at a garage sale, recycle it if you can, or put it in the Dumpster if you can’t.

Start with your clothes closets and branch out from there. Clean out every closet, every drawer, every shelf, in every room of your house, including the kitchen. Do you really need a full-sized Cuisinart and a mini-Cuisinart and a handheld chopper and a mixer? (See #35 for some ideas on how to get rid of these things.) Don’t forget the front hall closet, the linen closet, tool chests, and the medicine cabinets. (See #66; it will save you a lot of time trying to decide what to keep.) Remember the laundry room, the garage, the attic, the basement, your office, your car, and any storage space you may be renting or borrowing.

When Gibbs and I started to simplify, we went through this exercise and were amazed at the amount of “stuff” we had accumulated that we simply didn’t use anymore. Getting rid of it all was a tremendously liberating experience.

Soon after that, we came to the realization that we really had far more living space than we actually needed or even wanted, so we moved from our house to a small condominium. In the process of moving, we went through a second uncluttering exercise, and managed to free ourselves from another load of things we would no longer have room for.

We’ve found, as we’ve refined our simplification program over the past couple of years, that we’re getting better and better at letting go of the things we know we’ll never use again. You may not be ready to get rid of everything in your closets on the first uncluttering round or two, but I promise that once you begin to experience the exhilaration and the sense of freedom such an exercise generates, uncluttering will become easier and easier.

You can complete the initial stage of an unclutter program in a couple of Saturday afternoons. Be sure to have your children go through this exercise with you. It’s a great way for them to learn at an early age how to keep their lives uncluttered. Just schedule the time and get started.

Remember, the idea is not to deny yourself the things you want, but to free yourself from the things you don’t want.







2. Use Dave’s Uncluttering System
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Our friend Dave swears by this method for getting rid of things he no longer needs, but can’t bear to throw out: Put them in a box with a label indicating a date two or three years from now—but don’t list the contents on the label. Store the box in the attic or the basement, or wherever is convenient. Once a year, examine the labels. When you come across a box whose date has passed, throw it out without opening it. Since you don’t know what’s inside, you’ll never miss it.

Of course, it’s much easier to keep your life free of clutter if you make it a habit not to hoard in the first place. You can stop things from accumulating by getting in the habit of throwing them out now, rather than later. Every time you start to store something in the back of your closet or in a dark attic, ask yourself, “Do I really want to save this, or will it end up adding to the clutter?” Then discipline yourself to throw it out now.







3. Use “Speed Cleaning” to Clean Your House
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If you’ve reduced your needs for goods and services (#42), you may already have let the cleaning lady go. But, whether you clean your house yourself or hire someone to do it for you, you should read Speed Cleaning, by Jeff Campbell and the Clean Team (available from Dell Publishing). You can read it in less than thirty minutes and it will cut your housecleaning time and expense by more than half.

I consider myself fairly efficient, but I’d never even thought of some of the simple time-saving techniques described in this book. For example, easy-to-follow, step-by-step diagrams show you exactly how to set up the cleaning process for your home, room by room, so you can move from top to bottom and from left to right, all the way around a room and the entire house without backtracking. This tip alone will reduce your cleaning time drastically.

It’s actually possible for one person using the Speed Cleaning system to thoroughly clean a 1,200-square-foot house in little more than an hour. Once you have set up your home for speed cleaning, you don’t have to do the cleaning every week: these methods are so thorough that cleaning every other week or even once a month—depending on your circumstances—will suffice.

The book shows you how to save time, energy, water, cleaning supplies, and, best of all, your Saturdays. It discusses environmentally safe products and the latest tools and cleaning techniques. It even shows you how to get the best from your cleaning service.

It might seem that letting the cleaning lady go would complicate rather than simplify your life, and, if you’ve got a five-bedroom house, it probably would. But if you’re moving toward a human-scale, low-maintenance life-style, you can easily take care of the routine cleaning without outside help, especially if you include all the family members in the process. Teaching your children efficient cleaning and household maintenance techniques will not only make your life easier, but will give them skills for keeping their own lives simple.







4. Cut Your Grocery Shopping Time in Half
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Most people I know find themselves running to the supermarket at least two or three times a week, and many shop more often than that.

One extreme case is a friend of mine who shops for food every day of the week. She is a married career woman with no children who spends close to a thousand dollars a month on food for herself and her husband. Though she claims to detest shopping, she has never got herself organized enough to plan ahead for meals and for grocery buying. (Her excuse is that she wants to be sure her produce is fresh every day. As I see it, that’s what refrigerators are for.) Consequently, she spends far more time, money, and energy on shopping than necessary, and she ends up throwing out an unbelievable amount of food because she buys on impulse things she doesn’t really want or need.

When we started our simplification program, one of the first things I looked at was how I could simplify our grocery shopping chore, since dawdling in a food store is one of my least favorite ways to spend time. I made it a goal to cut by at least half the two or three hours I spent shopping each week.

So I sat down at the computer and typed up a list of all the food items I might possibly buy. Then I arranged them in the order they appear in the aisles of my favorite grocery store. I ran off a couple dozen copies of the list, which I keep in one of the kitchen cabinets so a fresh one is there when I need it. It can easily be updated as our eating patterns change.

Now, before I go shopping, I sit down at the kitchen table and draw up a quick meal plan for the week. Then I go through my computer list and check off the items I’ll need. Since I’m right there in the kitchen, I can quickly see what we’re out of, and note those items on the list.

The entire process, from making the list to doing the shopping to putting the groceries away, takes a little less than an hour, and I almost never have to run back to the store during the week for items I’ve forgotten. Of course, we’ve also simplified our eating habits (#57), but, just by keeping a list, we’ve substantially cut our monthly food expenditure, and created more free time for ourselves.

Another advantage of using a computerized list is that if you’re the primary shopper and have to be away on shopping day, it’s very easy for your mate or one of your kids to check off the list and take care of the shopping in your absence.







5. Buy in Bulk
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Another way to simplify your grocery shopping is to buy in bulk. For years I resisted this idea. We never seemed to have the storage space, and I just never took the time to sit down and figure out what we could buy in large quantities. Then, when we started making our own oat bran muffins (#61), we went through so much oat bran it became much easier to buy it in bulk.

When I saw what buying oat bran this way saved in time and energy and packaging—not to mention money—I began to think about other things I could buy in quantity. I was surprised at how extensive the list was. Now, I have a separate list for our bulk purchases: paper towels, Kleenex, detergents, cleansers, pet foods, toothpaste, shampoos, shaving creams, rice, grains, legumes, nuts, and baking supplies.

Once or twice a year I make a trip to our local wholesale house to stock up on these items. Since we’ve eliminated so much of the clutter in our closets and cabinets (#1), we have plenty of room to keep these supplies on hand, and we never run out of things we need.

When buying in bulk keep in mind that not everything offered at a wholesale market is necessarily less expensive, so you should have a good idea of regular prices on the items you wish to purchase. Otherwise, you could end up paying too much. While cost savings is only one of the advantages of buying
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