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health be well   

Allergy sensitivities are on the rise. They’ve doubled since the 1970s, according to a 2005 study by the 
National Institutes of Health. Some of that increase may be because most of us spend up to 90 percent of our time 
indoors, meaning we are almost constantly exposed to airborne allergens in our offices, homes and cars. 

The most common home allergens are particulates and chemicals. Particulates include seasonal pollen, mold, dust, 
dust mites and animal dander. Indoor chemicals associated with allergies include formaldehyde, volatile organic com-
pounds (chemicals that outgas from products such as plywood and fiberboard), conventional paint and finishes, and 
permanent fabric treatments. By improving air flow and reducing sources of particulates, chemicals and moisture, we 
can reduce our homes’ levels of typical airborne allergens. Here are some strategies.

 

Au Revoir, Allergens
With a few simple strategies, you can reduce the most common  

sources of indoor allergies—chemicals, mold and mites.

by Mary Cordaro 
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Particle Matter s
Many of the chemicals in our homes are tracked 

in from our shoes and pets’ feet. One of the easi-
est ways to reduce our homes’ chemical loads is to 
remove shoes upon entering the house. We can also 
reduce exposure to tracked-in grime by making 
bedrooms off-limits to pets. 

To control allergens that do get in, vacuum 
frequently, including upholstered furniture, with a 
HEPA vacuum independently certified to capture 
at least 99 percent of particulates. This is especially 
important if you have wall-to-wall carpet or pets. If 
you don’t have a HEPA vacuum, open windows while 
vacuuming and for 30 minutes afterward, as non-
HEPA vacuums can stir up allergens. You might also 
invest in a HEPA air cleaner that filters particulates 
such as dust, pollen, dander and mold. The best 
HEPA cleaners contain carbon for chemical filtering. 

Moisture Patrol
Moisture helps create an ideal environment for 

mold and other allergens. One of the most common 
sources of indoor moisture is condensation from 
bathing and cooking. Run exhaust fans when cook-
ing and for 30 minutes after bathing, even if your 
bathroom has a window. (Make sure exhaust fans 
vent to the outdoors.) While fans are running, it’s 
wise to crack a nearby window to provide a source of 
makeup air (see “This House Doesn’t Suck” below). 
Outdoor moisture may also lead to indoor mold. 
Make sure your home’s drainage directs water away 
from foundation walls.  

In basements, avoid materials mold thrives on 
such as drywall and carpet. Instead, choose hard 
materials such as concrete, ceramic, tile and stone. 
Keep moist basement air out of living spaces by 
installing an airtight seal around the basement door 
and caulking holes where plumbing and electrical 
wires pass from the basement to the ground floor. 
Also install weatherproofing around attic doors.

Carpet cleaning and humidifying increase indoor 
moisture. If carpet doesn’t dry quickly after cleaning, 
you may end up with low levels of mold you can’t 
see or smell. Use chemical-free cleaning methods 
that require the least water, and only clean carpets 
when humidity is low and you can open windows. If 
you hire professionals, ask them to extract as much 
moisture as possible. If you use a humidifier, use 
filtered water and clean the reservoir with 3 percent 
hydrogen peroxide before refilling to prevent mold 
and bacteria. 

Death to Dust Mite s
The average bed is home to 100,000 to 10 million 

dust mites. Along with their favorite food—our skin 
particles—mites thrive on warmth, moisture and 
darkness. Before making the bed, pull back covers 
and air bedding, reducing moisture. When it’s sunny, 
air bedding outdoors. Wash sheets in hot water week-
ly if you are dust mite-sensitive. Unless they are filled 
with organic or chemical-free wool, which is naturally 
mite-resistant, encase mattresses, pillows and com-
forters with nontoxic dust mite barrier covers tightly 
woven to at least 4.91 microns. Seek barrier covers 
that are free of PVC and antimicrobial, stain- or 
wrinkle-resistant treatments (see Resources).
 
increase Air Flow

Unless you have seasonal pollen allergies or live 
in a highly polluted area, open windows whenever 
weather allows. Fresh air and sunlight are great 
remedies for high levels of particulates, mites, 
moisture and chemicals. For fast relief, open win-
dows and turn on all exhaust fans. Whole-house 
fans ventilate your entire home. If you install one, 
make certain its exhaust is mechanically vented to 
the outdoors, not into the attic.  

Mary Cordaro is president of Mary Cordaro Inc, 
where she works as a healthy home consultant and  
certified Bau-Biologist. She lectures around the country. 

One of the easiest ways to reduce our homes’ chemical and 
dust loads is to remove shoes upon entering the house.

Re source s

Mattress barrier  
encasements
Allergy Store
allergystore.com/ 
organic-mattress- 
covers.htm

Organic  
Mattresses, Inc.
omimattress.com

HEPA vacuums
Miele
mieleusa.com

Nilfisk
nilfiskcfm.com

HEPA room  
air filters
Honeywell
cleanairfacility.com

IQAir
iqair.com

Mary Cordaro Inc
marycordaro.com

This House Doesn’t Suck
When you turn on your furnace, air conditioner or exhaust fans, your home may become “negatively pres-
surized,” an effect that causes indoor air to “suck in” pollutants from basements, wall cavities, attics and 
crawl spaces. To prevent this effect, keep all interior doors open and crack one window on each floor when 
furnace or fans are running. Change furnace filters when you see grime buildup, or once every six months.



80    naturalhomeandgarden.com Natural  Home & Garden   May/June 2011   81

health at home   

we put a lot of work into creating clean, healthy homes for ourselves 
and our families. And for most of us, our idea of a healthy home doesn’t 
include toxic chemicals. Yet many of us spray on and breathe in potentially 
toxic ingredients every time we use common household cleaning products. 

Fortunately, nature has provided us with a bevy of alternatives to syn-
thetic chemicals: Plant essential oils clean, disinfect and smell great. Studies 
have found many to have antimicrobial properties. Use the blends below for a 
house that’s clean and nontoxic. (As with any new product you introduce into 
your home, be sure to read the instructions for each ingredient to ensure safe 
and effective use.)

Surface cleaner: Add 7 drops lavender, eucalyptus, tea tree, cinnamon, clove, 
thyme, pine, grapefruit or oregano oil to 2 cups of water. Spray on surfaces. 

Kitchen cleaner: Mix the following essential oils: 8 drops lavender, 10 drops 
lemon, 5 drops eucalyptus, 8 drops rosewood and 3 drops palma rosa. Combine  
2 cups of water with 8 drops of the mixture and spray on surfaces. 

Dishwashing boost: To add fragrance or to improve the antiseptic action of 
your liquid soap, add 10 drops of essential oils such as lavender, orange, bergamot 
or lime to 3 ounces of natural liquid dishwashing soap and shake well. 

Floor cleaner: Combine 1⁄4 cup of white vinegar with 10 drops lemon oil and  
4 drops oregano oil. Add to a bucket of water. For extra cleaning power, add several 
drops of dish soap, but follow with a clean-water mop so floors aren’t slippery. 

Window cleaner: In a spray bottle, combine 1 cup white vinegar, 10 to 15 
drops lemon oil and 1 cup water. Shake well before each use. In summer, repel flies 
by wiping windows with a cloth dampened with 2 ounces water and 10 drops  
lavender or lemongrass essential oils. 

Air freshener: To keep indoor air smelling fresh, mix 8 drops of essential oil  
with 21⁄2 cups warm water. (Use a single scent or 8 drops of this combination:  
5 drops bergamot, 10 drops lavender, 5 drops cinnamon, 10 drops lemon,  
10 drops citronella.) Store in a spray bottle and shake well before use.
 
Flea killer: Mix 2 cups borax with 10 to 15 drops of essential oils. Try pine or  
balsam fir in fall and winter; and lemongrass, lavender or any citrus oils in spring 
and summer. Sprinkle on carpets, then wait a few minutes before vacuuming.  
 
Hot tub cleaner: To disinfect and fragrance the water in a hot tub, add  
3 drops of lavender, cinnamon, clove, eucalyptus, thyme or grapefruit essential oil 
per person that uses the tub. 

— Nancy Christie

Pure & Simple
Plant essential oils bring cleaning power and 
a fresh scent to your home—without chemicals. 

Buying Tips
Choosing high-quality oils is essential.

Know your terms 
“Fragrance oil,” “nature-identical oil” or 
“perfume oil” aren’t the same as 100  
percent pure essential oil. They may be  
combinations of essential oils and  
chemicals, or just plain chemicals.

Check the container 
Avoid oils in plastic bottles or with rubber 
eyedropper bulbs in the top. These can 
degrade and contaminate the oil. Look 
for small (4-ounce or less) dark or opaque 
glass bottles. 

Read the l abel 
Look for the correct botanical (Latin) 
name to ensure you’re buying the right oil.

You can make a nontoxic floor cleaner with white vinegar, 
lemon oil and oregano oil.

Fishing for a
Natural Source
of Omega 3?
A single can of Wild Planet albacore tuna naturally provides 3,460 mg 

of Omega 3 -- SIX TIMES more compared to conventional tuna. We 

simply cook our sustainably caught tuna only once which retains the 

natural juices, rich in Omega 3. Just solid, premium albacore with no 

added water or oil, packed in a BPA-free can for 45% more tuna.* For 

essential nutrition with rich flavor, the natural choice is Wild Planet.

Pole and Troll Caught Pacific Albacore – 
Considered a Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood 
Watch® ‘Best Choice’ for Sustainability

No Added Water or Oil – Nothing to Drain

45% MORE TUNA* in each BPA-Free Can

®
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wildplanetfoods.com

800-998-9946

A d v e r t i s e r  D i r e c t o r y

Find out more about our advertiser s  
by circling their re spective reader service number s  

on the facing insert card.

for faster service, simply go to 

naturalhomeandgarden.com

These Natural Home & garden  advertiser s want to share their product information with you.

Please complete the attached card  
and mail back to us today.

rs#	A dvertiser  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    pg #

1. AFM Safecoat  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    IBC

2. Beaty Fertilizer  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    23

3. Bluestone Perennials . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               91

4. Earthsake . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                          9

5. Good Night Naturals . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               23

6. Howard Naturals  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  90                            

7. Leviton  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            4

8. Lumber Liquidators . . . . . . . . . . . . .              OBC

9. Mantis Composter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 87

10. Naturalawn . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      91

rs#	A dvertiser  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    pg #

11. Nature’s Carpet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 

12. NOW Foods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   IFC, 1

13. Orange Guard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    87

14. San Francisco Herb 

     & Natural Food Co. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                90    

15. Savvy Rest  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       27

16. Shari Dixon Jewelry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                8

17. Summit Responsible Solutions . . . .     89

18. Waterwise  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       90

19. Pacific Yurts  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     21
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Long used as cleansing tonics, easy-to-find 
spring weeds are rich in vitamins and minerals. Local weeds’ 
leaves, flowers and roots make yummy additions to salads, 
soups and other dishes. If you’re collecting weeds in the 
wild, be certain you are foraging from a location free of 
pesticides and chemical fertilizers. Proper identification is 
essential; invest in a great guide like A Field Guide to Edible 
Wild Plants or seek out a local herbalist or botanist to take 
you on a “weed walk.” Otherwise, you can grow weeds with 
virtually no maintenance in a container or your yard. You’ll 
be eating up the free harvest in no time!

Chickweed (Stellaria media): Delicate and high in vitamin C, 
chickweed leaves taste like spinach. Steam young leaves, or use 
leaves and flowers in soups, salads and stir-fries. 

Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale): Best harvested in early 
spring before the plant flowers, young dandelion leaves have a 
tasty, mildly bitter flavor. With high levels of iron, potassium and 
beta-carotene, dandelion stimulates digestion and aids the liver. 
You can also eat the roots—scrub and slice them, then sauté in 
sesame oil and soy sauce. 

Lamb’s-quarters (Chenopodium album): The leaves taste like 
spinach and are supernutritious—they’re loaded with calcium, 
beta-carotene and vitamin C. Eat them raw or cook them into 
casseroles, grain salads and egg dishes.

Nettles (Urtica dioica): This classic spring green, known for 
its stinging hairs, sounds intimidating to eat (and gloves are 
necessary when collecting), but the leaves lose their sting when 
cooked. Usually added to soups or steamed like spinach, nettles 
are high in immune-boosting iron, beta-carotene and vitamin C, 
and help alleviate allergy symptoms.

Purslane (Portulaca oleracea): High in alpha-linolenic acid, 
a brain-boosting omega-3 fatty acid, and vitamin C, purslane 
leaves, stems, flowers and roots are all edible. Purslane can be 
added to cold soups or blended into pesto. 

Violets (Viola spp.): In shades of purple, white or yellow, vio-
lets are the most beautiful of the spring weeds. Add the lovely 
flowers, rich in vitamin C, to salads, stuffings or desserts, or try 
the young, tender violet leaves steamed or in salads.

— Amy Mayfield 
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Weed Eater
Easy-growing weeds are surprisingly tasty and packed with nutrients.

Favorite Wilted Greens 
Gather fresh, wild weeds such as chickweed, dandelion, 
nettles and violet leaves. You can mix these with culti-
vated greens such as spinach, kale, arugula and chard.

8 to 10 cups fresh and cultivated greens
1 to 2 tablespoons olive oil
3 cloves garlic, chopped
Salt and pepper

1. Wash greens and remove tough midribs if necessary. 
Spin or pat greens dry. Chop roughly.
2. In a large pot, heat olive oil over medium heat and 
add garlic. Stir 1 minute. Add greens, stir and cover. 
Cook for about 5 minutes, stirring occasionally, until 
greens are bright green and tender. Season lightly with 
salt and pepper and enjoy. Serves 2

— Susan Belsinger and Tina Marie Wilcox


