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Introduction

[image: ]
A coffee stain on your favourite shirt. A red wine splatter on the sofa. Greasy marks on your walls. Stains are a common frustration of everyday life, and their unsightly appearance can ruin your day.

But it doesn’t have to be that way! With some simple tricks, everyday products and expert knowledge you can tackle any stain around the house, and return your home and belongings to a lovely, clean and fresh state.

The first part of this book introduces you to the fundamentals of stain removal, quickly transforming you into a cleaning genius with handy hacks, essential rules and comprehensive guides, including:


• An overview of different stain types and the removal strategies they require.

• Basic stain-busting techniques, including a guide to laundering, and recommended approaches for the different objects around your home.

• Your toolkit of stain removal products, both natural and chemical.

• A handy guide to cleaning fabric, with everything you’ll need for keeping your clothes, upholstery and soft furnishings spotless.



Feeling ready to tackle those spots, stains and splatters? Then jump into the inventory of stains, where you’ll find instructions for removing over 100 of the most common household stains.

Every stain has removal instructions for both a natural and chemical method. Look out for the [image: ] symbol for the natural method, and [image: ] for the chemical one. And be sure to pay attention to the [image: ] symbol, which indicates the possibility of danger.

With all this expert know-how in your back pocket, you’ll be unstoppable in taking on every pesky mark, splotch, stain, smear, blemish and splatter – it’s time to Get It Clean!




Stain Types

The three main stain types are:


Protein stains

Tannin (wet) stains

Greasy (dry) stains



The importance of identifying the type of stain you are dealing with cannot be overstated. Your instincts may be to reach for the hot-water tap or a bar of soap and scrub away, but if you are using the wrong method for that particular stain, you could easily be setting the stain permanently into the fabric.

The don’ts in this book are, therefore, as crucial as the dos. The two most important of these, which should ensure you never have a stain disaster again, are:


DON’T use hot water or heat on protein stains, as this will set many of these stains permanently.

DON’T use any kind of soap on tannin stains, as this will set many of these permanently.



PROTEIN STAINS

Removal rating: Easy

These are the easiest stains to remove, provided you don’t use any kind of heat, and can usually be removed completely by rinsing in cold water, followed by a cool biological (enzyme) soak if necessary.

Biological detergents and pre-soak products usually contain several kinds of enzymes, because different proteins respond to different enzymes. Potatoes are natural enzyme ‘stain sticks’ – slice a potato in half and rub it over any dried-in stain for a few minutes before laundering. They are also useful as a quick spot dirt remover on non-washable (dry-clean only) fabrics.

Identifying protein stains

You can tell a protein stain by its source: if organic, it’s likely to be protein. Many basic food stains, such as egg, milk, yogurt and cheese sauce, come from animal products and so are protein stains. All stains resulting from the bodily functions of humans and animals – such as blood, urine and vomit – are protein, as are those that come from the earth, like mud. Grass is protein, but is classified as special because it is more difficult to remove.

Some food stains, such as gravy, chocolate and tomato sauce, are protein/grease combination stains. Always treat the protein part first – that is, use cold water, then go on to treat the grease part of the stain. TIP Beware of unknown red stains. If they could possibly be blood that’s not yours, wear protective rubber gloves.

TANNIN (WET) STAINS

Removal rating: Moderate

To identify a tannin stain, ask yourself if it comes from a wet, liquid source or a dry, greasy source. Tannin stains are direct liquid spills from alcohol, perfumes, inks, melted ice lollies, fruit juices, tea and coffee. They respond well to hot water, but will set permanently if you use any kind of soap. Apart from sugar tannin stains (see below), you can launder these stains with detergent in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.

A quick treatment for fresh tannin stains is to suspend the fabric, stain side down, over a bowl and secure with a rubber band or clothes pegs. Pour on hot water from as great a height as possible without danger of splashing. The force will rinse through the fabric, taking the stain with it. Use an acid stain stick on old, stubborn stains (see here).

Sugar tannin stains

These include alcohol, cakes, soft drinks, ice lollies and non-dye ice pops, and are combination protein/tannin stains that should be rinsed in cold water, or soda water if you have it. If treated immediately, these stains are easy to remove. Older stains should be soaked in a biological (enzyme) detergent. If this doesn’t work, bleaching may be the only solution.

Point out sugar stains on non-washable fabrics to the dry cleaner, as they may have dried into the fabric and become invisible. In time they will caramelize, turn brown and be impossible to remove. For immediate spills on non-washables, mix white vinegar with water in equal parts, spot on and rinse off.

GREASY (DRY) STAINS

Removal rating: Moderate

Greasy stains result from any product containing fat or oil and respond well to hot water and detergent. Never iron a fabric with any trace of grease – heat will set the stain.

Washing-up liquid is manufactured to remove grease from crockery and it also works well on fabric. Often, all you need to do is apply a little neat non-gel washing-up liquid to both sides of the stain and agitate the back of fabric against itself under the hot tap. Apply a little more washing-up liquid and leave on while you launder as usual.

Do not leave greasy clothes soaking in detergent and water that has gone cold. The grease particles will break down but will then redistribute themselves throughout the fabric, making it dirtier than it was before. Grease stains on nylon and man-made fibres can be difficult to remove if left for more than a day.

Treat old, stubborn stains with a grease-solvent stain remover, but never use solvents on highly inflammable petrol or diesel stains. If you do not have a solvent, apply a paste of detergent powder and water, then launder in the hottest water safe for the fabric. Spot treat non-washables with dry-cleaning spot remover.

OTHER STAINS

To the three main categories we can add the following sub-categories:


Combination stains – A combination of two or more of the above.

Dye stains – Stains caused by dye products.

Special stains – One-off stains that require special treatment (such as chewing gum).

Organic stains – Stains resulting from natural conditions.

Industrial stains – Solidified concrete, mortar, etc.

Chemical stains – Stains caused by chemical spills (such as bleach).

Lacquer stains – Lacquers that solidify (such as nail varnish).

Unknown stains – Stains whose source cannot be identified.



Combination stains

Removal rating: Difficult

There are two types of combination stain. Type A stains have protein, grease/wax and dye elements; Type B stains have grease, wax and dye elements. Always treat the protein stain first, followed by the grease, then dye.


Type A

1. Rinse in cold water and soak in a cool biological (enzyme) detergent solution or pre-soak for 30 minutes.

2. Apply washing-up liquid or biological (enzyme) detergent to both sides. Launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.

3. Bleach if necessary.

Type B

1. Treat with a grease-solvent product, rinse and air dry.

2. Apply washing-up liquid or neat biological (enzyme) detergent to both sides of the stain and launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric.

3. Bleach if necessary.



Dye stains

Removal rating: Difficult

Dye pigment is found naturally in cherries and blueberries, and is added to other foodstuffs like mustard and blue ice lollies. Dye stains can also occur if you have laundered non-colourfast clothes with lighter colours.

Nearly all dyes used in fabrics are synthetics, manufactured from petrochemicals or coal-tar distillates. After colour testing (see here), spot treat with methylated spirits or a specialist solvent product. Rinse and air dry, then launder in the hottest water that is safe for the fabric. If traces of the stain remain, bleach or use a specialist dye-removing product.

Special stains

This category is for stains such as scorch marks and those caused by chewing gum that do not fall into any specific grouping, or those that do, like protein grass stains, but require a unique treatment method. For treatment, refer to each stain individually in the A–Z section. TIP The plastic covers used by dry cleaners can turn fabric yellow over time – this applies especially to lighter-coloured fabrics. Remove the covers before storing clothing for any length of time.

Organic stains

These stains result from natural, often atmospheric conditions, such as tarnish, mildew and alkaline stains.

Industrial stains

These are stains resulting from building or DIY work. Refer to the A–Z for treatments.

Chemical stains

These stains result from chemical spills. Refer to the A–Z for individual treatments.

Lacquer stains

Removal rating: Difficult

Lacquer is a solid that is manufactured to apply in a liquid form, which then dries rapidly. Unfortunately, if allowed to penetrate a fabric in its fluid state, lacquer will coat every single fibre with a plaster that can be impossible to remove, so do not allow it to dry out. Sponge off the excess and treat with acetone nail varnish remover on all fabrics except wool, rayon, silk, acetate, triacetate and modacrylic. These should be treated with glycerine and dry cleaned as soon as possible. If the lacquer has dried, scrape off as much as possible with your fingernail or the edge of a coin before treating as above.

Unknown stains

Try identifying first by smell. If you are still not sure, keep in mind the two big don’ts: heat sets protein stains; soap sets tannin stains. Always start with the mildest treatment, soaking in cold water. For more information on treatments, see Unknown Stains, here.

Before removing any kind of stain, there are two questions you should always ask:


1. What is the stain type? Protein stains are the easiest to remove, but will set if you use hot water, iron or tumble dry. Tannin (wet) stains respond well to hot water, but will set if you use any kind of soap. Greasy (dry) stains respond well to a little neat washing-up liquid and a hot wash.

2. What is the fabric and does it need colour testing? Read the fabric care label for colourfastness, and washing and bleaching instructions.



GENERAL RULES


DO treat the stain promptly. Take non-washable fabrics to the dry cleaner as soon as possible, and always tell them about the stain.

DO work from the back of the stain, to avoid forcing it further into the fabric.

DO dry clean washable items if the stain is very large, or the fabric delicate or bulky.

DO test for colourfastness and fabric damage before applying solvent, vinegar, alcohol or any kind of bleach.

DO read the care labels on garments and upholstery, and the instructions on products.

DO begin with the simplest method if there are several ways listed to remove a stain.

DO store chemicals out of the reach of children and away from food products.

DO leave a removal product on the stain for the advised length of time, to do its work.
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