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T HE recent news that a quar ter of women wear
just ten per cent of theclothes in their wardrobe
will comeasno surprise to Lesley Wilson. A self-
confessed hoarder, her clothing collection takes

up two rooms and includes i tems ranging from a size 12
to a size 18. Some things she has never worn; others no
longer fi t her – “but I might lose weight one day”.

Diane Palmer can’t throw out any kind of gi ft someone
has taken the t ime to choose for her. Which means her
drawers are ful l of si lk scarves, per fumes and items of
jewellery that are “just not me”.

Bi l l M i l ler ’s mother died ten years ago, yet he st i l l can’t
bear to star t sift ing through the paperwork that is the sum
of her l i fe.

Rachel Hazell, a 39-year-old book ar t ist , finally realised

she needed professional help when every room in her
Edinburgh flat was fi l led with pi les of books and papers.
“ I ’m qui t e a m ot i vated per son , but I can get qui t e
overwhelmed by things,” she says.

She bought the Li feLaundr y book and asked fr iends to
help, but in the end, she says, “I value my fr iendships too
much. I would get upset when they challenged my ‘used
envelope’ depar tment that was threatening to take over
half the ki tchen.”

“I t can be a very emot ional process,” agrees Louise
Donald, of Space and Ti m e, and a m em ber of t he
Associat ion of Professional Declutterers and Organisers
(APDO). “Sometimes things people have forgotten about
can take them by surpr ise, l ike a photograph or a letter
from someone who has died. Sometimes they have a wee

cry. For some, i t ’s a big journey they’re going through
because t hey w i l l be coping w i t h t he af t er m at h of
bereavement or divorce.”

Her job is to provide a map to make that journey more
bearable, but even admitting you need help in the first place
can be a huge st ep. “People ar e t er r i bl y asham ed;
somet imes nobody else has been in their house for years
and even their relat ives can’t come to stay – I ’m the fi rst
person they invi te in.

“Somet imes they have had an i l lness, things have bui l t
up and they haven’t been able to physical ly and mental ly
do anything. Launder ing clothes, washing the dishes,
drying and putt ing them away, or opening your post and
dealing with it – it ’sall the litt le bitsand piecesof everyday
l i fe that can bui ld up and become so overwhelming for
people they just don’t know where to star t .”

Where they star t , says Donald, is ent i rely up to them.
“What I ask people is which area, i f i t was t idied, would
make the most di fference – whether i t ’s the ki tchen
cupboards or the pi le of papers in the corner or whatever,
and that ’s where I begin.
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“But what can work for one person is not necessar i ly
going to work for another. Some people, for instance, want
their shoes photographed and in nice, clear boxes in
colour order, whi le others want a box at the door they can
chuck their shoes into. I ask them quite a lot of quest ions
to see what wi l l work for them.”

Theprocesshasn’t alwaysbeen easy for Hazell, and some
thingshave been harder to get rid of than others. “I ’ve been
collecting Wor ld of Inter iorsmagazine since the 1980s, and
I had a big stack of them climbing up the wall . I even
brought them up from London when I moved, but had I
ever actually looked at them again after reading them?No.
I del iberated for ages then one day I decided I could let
them go.”

The collect ion went on to the Freecycle websi te, where
it was picked up by a graphic designer. “He was delighted
to get them and sent a lovely e-mail back,” says Hazell. “So
i t ’s much easier to let go of things when you know their
l i fe hasn’t ended.”

Psychologist Kairen Cullen says that to get to the bottom

wear?” and “what do you like?” whereas clearing out a pile
of paperwork can take hours – even days.

“Thepost-war generation doeshang on to thingsbecause
they might come in handy,” saysDonald. “I t ’s very difficult
to throw things away, but you don’t need to keep ten or 20
years’ wor th of bank statements – one year wil l do. I f you
ever need one, you can always order i t from the bank.”

However, shedoesadvise that if there isno way of getting
a copy – of wageslips from a company that no longer exists,
for instance – you should hang on to them in case of
pension disputes.

As for other unwanted belongings, there is no end to
their uses. She sends clothes and other br ic-a-brac to
char i ty shops, old bikes are (l i teral ly) recycled, sewing
machines and tools go to an organisat ion called Tools for
Self-Reliance and odd magazinesand 1960sdresspatterns
go to a sculptor who makeskinetic installationswith them.
Then there are websi tes such as Gumtree, and auct ion
houses, should you unear th something of value lurking in
the att ic. “I had a cl ient who wanted the house cleared
before going into hospi tal, and she had a fishing rod that
sold for about £ 100 – she was del ighted because she
wasn’t expect ing anything.”

And it seems it ’s t rue that a t idy house leads to a t idy
mind. “There’sa huge psychological process,” saysDonald.
“You feel qui te sat isfied in yourself – i t ’s something you
don’t have to worry about and your mind is freed as the
junk goes.

“I had one cl ient whose professional l i fe was over but
she st i l l had all her clothes from that t ime. She thought
clear ing them out was going to be very emotional but she
laughed through the ent i re session – she just fel t so
enlightened by i t al l .” r

www.spaceandtimedecluttering.co.uk; www.apdo-uk.co.uk;
www.hazelldesignsbooks.co.uk

of our clutter problems, we need to examine the meaning
of the objects we are holding on to. “Possessions can be
quite symbolic, and that doesn’t have to be physical, in
terms of photographs, but i t represents a t ime when
there may have been a strong emotional content to that
par t icular per iod of one’s l i fe. We can all find examples of
this– in fact, it’squiteunusual to find someonewho doesn’t
store any clutter with emot ional signi ficance.”

Sometimes holding on to these i tems may be a sign we
have not worked through the emot ional exper iences
connected with them. But when we do come to offload
them, says Cullen, we can release some of the emot ional
storage space they were occupying.

“There’s an awful lot the brain is aware of but doesn’t
consciously make note of. I f there is clutter and mess,

although you may not be aware of i t , you’re st i l l giving i t
some attent ion at some level, and that takes away the
energy that’savailable for other things. I f you sort out your
l iving space, you’re going to free up the energy you can
br ing to play in your dai ly l i fe.”

She adds, “Some of the most functional, effective people
I know lead fair ly minimalist l ives and have a bui l t -in
declutter ing ethic. At the other end of the spectrum,
though, I ’ve worked with people who have very congested
lives, psychologically, emotionally and physically, and it ’s
no coincidence that their l iving environments are very
rarely minimalist ic.”

Becauseof theemotional complexities, however, different
jobs can take varying amounts of t ime. For instance,
t idying a wardrobe can be a simple matter of “what do you

l Whenclearingout awardrobe, first
takeeverythingout andcleanit inside,
thenonlyput backinthingsyoulike,
thingsyouwear, thingsyoufeel goodin
andthingsthat fit.

l Whenit comestounwantedgifts,
whether receivedrecentlyor along

timeago, thinkabout all thethingsyou
havegiventopeopleinyour lifetime.
Wouldyouexpect themtokeep
everythingjust becausetheylikeyou?

l If youarefacingataskthat seems
overwhelming,set atimer for 15
minutes, thendoasmuchasyoucanin

that period, thenforget about it for that
day.Youcanget asurprisingamount
doneinquarter of anhour.

l If youhaveahugepileof papersor a
messyroom,everytimeyoupassit
clear upthreethings.You ll feel that
youaremakingprogressbit bybit.

TOP TIPSFOR CLEARING OUT

•I€veworkedwithpeoplewho
haveemotionallycongested lives,
and their livingenvironments
arevery rarelyminimalistic€

OUTWITHTHEOLD
Artist Rachell Hazel inher newlydeclutteredLeithflat (left);andher
livingroom!before shesortedout her pilesof booksandpapers


