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CLEAN LINES

How to hide, control, and get rid of clutter in
your home’s trouble spots—all by design
BY JENNIFER SERGENT

C

lutter. We all have it, and we all
fight it—some of us more successfully than others. That’s why a
cottage industry has grown up around it:
The National Association of Professional
Organizers has 4,000 members and growing, and the Container Store is a nearly
$650-million-dollar-a-year business.
“Nothing looks worse than clutter, and
clutter happens because there’s no place
for something,” says architect John Cop
len of Baltimore’s Alter Urban Design
Collaborative.
But finding that place can be daunting,
especially in areas of the house most likely to
attract mess—out-of-the-way spaces where
it’s easy to toss things when you’re clearing
out the more trafficked rooms.
We surveyed designers and homeowners
who got it right in these trouble spots, from
bedroom closets and kids’ rooms to the
mudroom and pantry. From everyone we
spoke to, clear themes emerged that can be
applied universally.

REVIEW AND EDIT. “If you understand what

you have, it can really help,” Coplen says. In
other words, pull everything out and put back
only what you really need and use.

ORGANIZE AROUND EXISTING HABITS. Don’t create some fancy system that your family won’t
intuitively use. For example, says architect
Ankie Barnes of Barnes Vanze Architects in
DC, “kids are taught in school to use a cubby
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MAKE IT PRETTY. Paint the inside of a closet a

vivid color, or put a jaunty cushion on a bench
in the mudroom. “It’s psychological,” Arlington designer Nicole Lanteri says. “You’re more
interested in making that space look neat.”

Read on to learn how these and other experts
tackled a particular problem space.

• MUDROOM TIPS
Use cubbies or baskets, making

orderly storage as easy as tossing a ball.

Designate a bin for “sticks”—
hockey sticks, baseball bats, golf
clubs—and balls. It’s a good way
to use a dead corner in a closet.
Hooks, hooks, and more hooks.

When Mom, Dad, and the kids
are trooping through the door,
who’s going to take time to find
a hanger, much less put a coat
on it?

Make sure each member of the
family has his or her own drawer,
basket, or shelf. “Give people

a repository,” architect Ankie
Barnes says, for whatever it is
that would otherwise land on
the kitchen counter.

A designated electrical outlet for
each family member is key. See

that everyone has a place to
recharge electronics.
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BE FLEXIBLE. Storage spaces should be designed to evolve with your needs. That means
adjustable shelves and bins that might hold
action figures for a toddler but that can also
accommodate sweaters or schoolbooks for a
teenager. “I always try to find something that
has a dual purpose,” Alexandria homeowner
Lynn Tanger says.

as a repository for mess and as storage,” so
reinforce that habit with cubbies at home.

A TIDY MUDROOM
W

This mudroom by
Barnes Vanze
Architects features
a heated floor: Lay
out wet shoes or
coats and they’re
dry by morning.

hen a Bethesda family with
three children hired Barnes
Vanze Architects to build a
house, an effective mudroom was one of
its key components. Calling it the home’s
“nerve center”—it had to store mail,
coats, bookbags, sports equipment, and
cell phones—the owner says, “I wanted a
space that could stay organized.”
Barnes Vanze’s Ankie Barnes designed
a mudroom that has something for everyone. In the center is a small counter
where the owners sort their mail every
day, placing important letters and bills in
slots above and recycling the junk into a
large pullout bin below. Cell phones can
be charged at outlets over the counter.
The kids can sit on the benches to put
on and take off shoes—and throw coats
and bags on the hooks above. (“Kids will
not hang anything on a hanger,” Barnes
says.) The overhead baskets offer immediate access to seasonal necessities, such as
gloves and scarves, while the off-season
items are stored in the top cabinets.
A bonus is the radiant-heat stone floor:
Lay shoes and snowsuits out on rainy or
snowy days, Barnes says, and by morning
they’re dry.
Meanwhile, a coat closet (not shown)
stores the bulk of the coats, and Barnes
installed a laundry chute within it so
dirty socks and muddy jeans could be
shed immediately when children enter
the house.
“We are in the mudroom all the time,”
the owner says. “It’s a really effective,
well-used, well-organized space. It’s a
good balance of closed and open storage.”
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This six-yearold boy’s room
features furniture
he won’t outgrow.
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ynn Tanger is passionate about organization. “It’s my thing,” says the
Alexandria mom. “I get excited over
shoe racks.”
When she and her husband hired the
firms Harry Braswell and Virginia Kitchens
to do a full renovation of their home, Tanger
took son Harry’s room on as her own project. The bedroom and closet were once the
home’s master suite, and because six-yearold boys don’t typically have a lot of clothes,
she turned the closet into a playroom that
can evolve someday into a homework area.
She had Braswell cut a dormer window

into the sloped wall to allow in light—and
to make space for a window seat that
doubles as a toy box. Shelves on either side,
which will someday hold schoolbooks, now
contain bins of toys and games. When it
comes to kids, she says, storage is a matter
of creating spaces where stuff can be tossed:
“Something that you can throw stuff into
and it still looks like a piece of furniture
—I like things to be decorative, but with
a purpose.”
A year after the renovation, she says of her
son, “He definitely spends a lot of time up
there. It works the way I was hoping it would.”
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A NEAT KID’S ROOM
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• KID’S-ROOM TIPS
Make it easy for a child to clear
away his own mess. Mom Lynn

A window seat
doubles as a
toy box in this
closet turned
playroom.

Tanger’s secret weapon is the
Swoop bag—it lies flat on the
floor for a play area, but pull the
cord and it “swoops” into a bag
you can carry away. Perfect for
building blocks or Legos.
Purchase furniture that can
multitask, such as ottomans or
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benches that double as storage.
Among Tanger’s favorite finds
is the French Railroad Cabinet
nightstand by Restoration
Hardware Baby & Child, with a
wire-front cabinet, and custommade storage ottomans that she
ordered from a seller on Etsy.

Don’t be too cute. A child’s stor-

age system needs to last beyond
toddlerhood.

Celebrating 20 Years
Peggy Jaeger,CKD

Annapolis, MD
410-916-4761

Fred Grenfell

No. Virginia
703-967-0206

Jerry Weed, CKD
Karen Hourigan, CKD

Five New Showroom Displays
No Up-front Design Fees

301-657-1636
7001 Wisconsin Avenue
Chevy Chase, MD 20815
www.KitchenBathStudios.com
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AN ORDERLY
BEDROOM
CLOSET
W

hen Ron Ginsburg set about
building a new house in DC’s
Forest Hills, he put a premium
on closet space, especially in his bedroom.
“I wanted there to be room for a lot of
things, but I wanted it to be organizable,”
he says. And because you have to pass
through the closet area to reach the master bath, the space had to look good.
He approached designer Vincent Sagart
at Poliform Sagartstudio in DC for help

This closet’s flexible
shelving can hold shoes,
sweaters, or other gear.

Let us orchestrate
your dream.
For the perfect products for your kitchen or
bath, stop by a Ferguson showroom. It’s where
you’ll find the largest range of quality brands,
a symphony of ideas, and trained product
experts to help orchestrate your dream. With
showrooms from coast to coast, come see why
Ferguson is recommended by professional
contractors and designers everywhere.

Alexandria, VA:

5650-D General Washington Dr

(703) 658-1000

Chantilly, VA:

13890 Lowe St

(703) 375-5858

Rockville, MD:

800-A E Gude Dr

(301) 424-1393
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CLOSET TIPS
Purge. You’ve heard it before,
but it bears repeating: Take
everything out of your closet,
and put back in only those
items you’ve worn in the past
year, architect John Coplen
says. Give everything else
away. A good time for this exercise is when you’re switching
out clothes for a new season.

The GS Stearns Collection represents the very finest in materials,
craftsmanship, and style for an exceptional night’s sleep night after night.

Examine how you live—and be
honest. If you’re home with the

The Mattress Professionals
1(800) SLEEPYS
sleepys.com

kids and no longer wear business suits, don’t spare valuable
real estate in your closet for
them. Think about more racks
for casualwear instead.

®

George Washington slept here.

Have a goal. What do you hate
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about your closet now? What
would make it better? Designer
Vincent Sagart says, “Make it
an experience that is enjoyable, not driving you crazy.” For
women especially, he adds, a
closet should be designed so
they can see clothing, accessories, bags, and shoes all at
once, allowing them to create
an ensemble easily.

Get help. Retailers and companies at all price levels can
design a closet system that
maximizes every inch—you just
need to provide the closet’s
dimensions. Poliform resides
at the high end, but Coplen
also likes the Elfa products at
the Container Store for more
budget-conscious organizers.
In between this high and low,
he recommends California
Closets and ClosetMaid.

Like us on Facebook

Or on a bed of similar construction. The spindle ends, visible in the crest
of the bow, reflect the fine craftsmanship revered in colonial times.
Chilton has been family-owned for more than a century, and
we’re proud to represent the tradition of fine wood furniture,
made in America.

White glove delivery of up to eight pieces — $325.
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From early planning to the family dinner,
let BOWA be your guide through every step of the
remodeling experience. BOWA transforms houses
into homes™ through the design and construction
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have a project of any size in mind, call BOWA first.

Metro Area: 703-734-9050
Middleburg: 540-687-6771
www.bowa.com
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with the closet. Architect John Coplen of
the Alter Urban Design Collaborative was
designing the entire home.
Having created large closet systems for
years, Sagart knows intuitively how men
and women dress themselves—and he
designs accordingly.
“Women need to mix and match every
day,” he says, so every component of an
outfit needs to be within view. “Guys
want to dress every day in something they
know—it’s more cerebral,” so the shirts
don’t necessarily have to be hanging next
to the jackets or ties.
Sagart built a space that not only
worked for Ginsburg but could also be
reconfigured as circumstances changed,
which they did when Ginsburg’s partner
moved in recently. Now there are more
double-hanging spaces to accommodate
additional suits and dress shirts, and
the shoe racks were switched out for
sweater shelves.
“The last thing I wanted was absolutely
fixed shelving and absolutely fixed hanging materials,” Ginsburg says. A built-in
dresser was also crafted for two people,
even though Ginsburg was single at the
time. He was thinking about resale, but
the dresser has come in handy now that
he’s part of a couple.
Sagart accomplished with Ginsburg
what he sets out to do with every project:
“We always strive to create a dressing
room or closet that does not look like a
storage room full of stuff,” he says. “We
want a space that is just enjoyable to
be in.”
In Ginsburg’s case, Sagart designed the
space as a sort of gentleman’s lounge. Dark
wood and soft lighting illuminate not only
the neatly hung wardrobe but a comfortable ottoman in the middle and, on the
side, a dresser that would feel at home as
a sideboard in any other room—decorated
with Ginsburg’s collected art and artifacts.
The homeowner specifically asked for
sturdy, beautiful materials in his closet
that wouldn’t get “chipped and nicked and
dented and scratched.”
Says Ginsburg: “I wanted it to be comfortable and masculine. I wanted it to be
something that would stand out.”
Jennifer Sergent (jennifersergent@verizon.
net) is a design writer whose blog, DC by
Design, covers interiors and architecture.
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A SPICK-AND-SPAN LAUNDRY ROOM

PHOTOGRAPH BY KENNETH M. WYNER

Old kitchen
cabinets and
counters
found new
life in a
laundry
room.

W

hen Gigi Castleman bought a
home in Bethesda, she wanted
to overhaul the kitchen. In the
process, she got a better laundry room.
Castleman hired InSite Builders of
Bethesda. When InSite’s president, Stephen Gordon, was contemplating what to
do with the old kitchen cabinets, countertops, and appliances that were about to
be ripped out, he noticed that the unfinished portion of the basement was identical in dimensions to the kitchen directly
above it. At the same time, Castleman
told him she wanted to consolidate the
upstairs laundry and utility areas into a
larger space. “She wanted to get all that
out of her living space,” Gordon says.
His solution was to move the cabinetry
and other parts of the old kitchen into the
basement space, which would serve as a
second kitchen for catering parties but

M ARCH 2013 ★ WASHINGTO N I A N
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also absorb other functions such as laundry, gift-wrapping, flower-arranging, and
sewing—with all the necessary storage for
supplies. The front-loading washer and
dryer flank floor-to-ceiling storage for
cleaning supplies in addition to overflow
shelving for china, crystal, linens, and
large serving pieces. A double-door closet
conceals built-in drying racks for the
laundry. “It saves time and space by having everything in one place,” Gordon says.
He also made sure the washer and dryer
were outfitted with stainless-steel hoses to
prevent leakage, a floor-level water alarm,
and an easy manual shutoff valve to close
the water lines when no one is home. “We
do that in every laundry room,” he says, “to
make it very safe.”

• LAUNDRY-ROOM TIPS
Even in the smallest space, make
room for a shelf and a hanging
rod. InSite Builders’ Stephen

Gordon suggests using the
shelf for laundry soaps and the
rod for hanging wet clothes
that can’t go in the dryer.

Consider a wall-mounted rack for
the iron, near the ironing board.

That keeps all your tools in
one place.

If space is tight, look to built-ins.

Many ironing boards can be
built in, and a hanging rack
can be mounted on a wall to
fold out like an accordion.
Gordon recommends wallmounted racks, no matter the
space, to keep the floor clear.

25% off

Present this ad to receive

Kitchen Cabinets*

Showroom: 11500 Rockville Pike
North Bethesda, MD 20852
Ph. 301.294.8193

www.porcelanosa-usa.com

*Only valid at the Porcelanosa Maryland locations. Sale prices cannot be combined with any other offers or discounts. Order
must be placed by June 31st, 2013 to qualify. Cabinetry is made to order and shipped from Spain. All transactions are final. Call
or visit a store for details.
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Assign separate baskets or bins
for lights, darks, and other laundry to avoid piles of clothes on

the floor.

Install good lighting. There’s
nothing like a strong, bright
light in a laundry room to aid
with tasks such as ironing and
folding, Gordon says.
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A PERFECT PANTRY
A

rlington interior designer Nicole
Lanteri came to the rescue when a
client had bought a house that was
big but didn’t have a lot of storage space. It
did have a pantry off the kitchen that was
the size of a decent walk-in closet, but the
cheap shelving and bland walls made it
an unloved dumping ground. “She wasn’t
actually using the space, because it was sort
of boring,” Lanteri says.
Lanteri first painted the walls turquoise.
“Trust me, you’ll be much happier,” she
remembers telling the owner. “You’ll
make the ‘everyday’ look better.” Lanteri
then put down Flor carpet tiles so that it

wouldn’t be cold in the winter for bare feet,
and also so that falling objects wouldn’t
shatter. A counter, too, enables the owner
to do light prep work without having to
move into the kitchen.
In addition to a new shelving and labeling
system that made sense, Lanteri asked her
client to examine every item that was going to
stay, making sure she kept only the supplies
and equipment she used regularly. Because
the stand mixer is pressed into service frequently, Lanteri put that and other baking
supplies on a rolling cart. “You can just roll
that whole thing out—you never have to lift
it or use up valuable counter space,” she says.

~Firm Start Dates and
Timely Installations
~Detailed Estimates and
Fixed Price Contracts
~EPA Lead Safe Certified
Employees on Every Project
~Permits and Inspections
on Every Job
~100+ Years of Design
Experience on Staff

Ranked #2 in the Nation

For Overall Excellence
in Operating a Kitchen
Dealership
Kitchen & Bath Design News

Recommended
by the Washingtonian
For the Last Twelve Years
7297-M Lee Highway Falls Church, VA
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703-532-4545

www.cameokitchensonline.com

A counter in the
pantry provides
space for light
prep work.

PANTRY TIPS

Looks like wood.
Lasts a lifetime.

Every square inch of a kitchen
cabinet or pantry closet is valuable. That waffle maker you got

for your wedding but never use?
Bye-bye. “Be super-realistic
about what you want to keep,”
designer Nicole Lanteri says.
Take stock of cabinet space, and
reconfigure the shelves. “Most

are adjustable, and most
people do not adjust them,”
she says. A six-inch-tall coffee
cup doesn’t need a shelf with
a 12-inch clearance. Lowering
the shelf above will make room
for more storage.
Low on drawer space? Think
aesthetically. Why not put

flatware in vases on the counter and store food containers
in the drawer? “You’d rather
see your pretty silverware than
your food,” says Lanteri.

PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF HOMEOWNER

If food does need to be kept in
plain sight, swap out its packaging for attractive containers.

“They’re prettier and your
food—cereal, pasta—will last
longer,” she says. Alternatively,
choose nicely packaged food
and drink, such as San Pelle
grino bottles or canned goods
with beautiful labels.

Walpole’s cellular PVC material looks like real wood and it’s
maintenance free. See our fence, pergolas, arbors, lantern and
mail posts, outdoor furnishings, window boxes and planters, also
offered in natural wood. Visit walpolewoodworkers.com.
Come to a store and test ride a redwood Woodplay Playset.
®

Charlottesville, VA 434-295-1183 • Great Falls, VA 703-759-6901 • Norfolk, VA 757-855-3450

Beltsville, MD 301-937-1100 • Potomac, MD 301-983-9200
walpolewoodworkers.com • facebook/WalpoleOutdoors
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When filling your pantry, look
up—and look behind the door.

“Always go vertical,” Lanteri
says, and place hooks on the
back of the pantry door:
“The over-the-door space
is really critical.”

{

FEATURING

{

EXCLUSIVE

CONTENT

{iPAD & WEB{
NOW ON THE

M ARCH 2013 ★ WASHINGTO N I A N

139

