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BY LOUISE TUTELIAN
THE NEW YORK TIMES

NEW YORK 

Maya Angelou has lived in
this city many times. She
has had apartments in

Brooklyn and on Central Park
West and Riverside Drive. But
three years ago she decided it was
time to buy a brownstone in
Harlem.

It was to be a retreat from her
full-time residence, an 18-room
house in Winston-Salem, N.C.,
where she is the Reynolds pro-
fessor of American Studies at
Wake Forest University. Angelou
wanted a space in which to en-
tertain her legions of friends in
New York, dating from her first
visit to the city in the early 1950s.
Unlike most second-home own-

ers, she was looking for a getaway
to the city — not from it. And
she soon found it.

“This was the first and only
house I looked at,” she said one
mild morning in December as she
sat in her breakfast nook in
Harlem, sipping a glass of ice wa-
ter and looking chic in a V-neck
black velvet chemise and a triple
strand of freshwater pearls, her
gently curled salt and pepper hair
framing her unlined face. She used
the verb loosely. In fact, no one
had “looked at” the four-story
brownstone at all. Longtime
friends, the musicians Nick Ash-
ford and Valerie Simpson, caught
wind of this landmark property
for sale and placed a $10,000 de-
posit on it for her. Built in 1881,
the house is nearly 4,000 square

feet and sits on a historic block of
120th Street in the Mount Morris
Park neighborhood, the most-
sought-after area in Harlem.

But it was a decrepit wreck and
tied up in litigation as well. Com-
peting claims took two years to
sort out. “I got the house, and
then I saw what I got,” said An-
gelou, 78, speaking in her trade-
mark majestically enunciated syl-
lables with enough space between
them for the drama of the tale to
sink in. “It had been vandalized
and rained in; there was no floor
between the first and second sto-
ries and no stairs. A lot of the
wainscoting and the newel post
were buried under debris in the
backyard with nine coats of paint

Maya Angelou, who lives in
Winston-Salem, also has a
brownstone in New York.
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Poet’s haven in Harlem
Maya Angelou finds a getaway in the big city

BY BRIDGETTE A. LACY
STAFF WRITER

I t’s nearly Week 3 into the new year and that resolution
to get more organized has you hard at work. Or does it?

By now, decluttering closets, attics, garages and every
nook and cranny of the house may have you feeling a bit over-
whelmed. You are not alone.

“Life these days is just very frenzied,” says professional or-
ganizer Kerry Crocker, owner of Space Cadette of Chapel
Hill. “We all want to pack so much in, to get the most out of
life. But it isn’t working. We need to simplify our lives in or-
der to manage them and enjoy them more. There are also folks
whose ability to organize is impeded by varying levels of phys-
ical, mental or emotional disability.”

Still, the ability to organize is attainable. Think baby steps,
people. 

“I think slow and steady usually wins the race when orga-
nizing,” says Crocker, who is a member of the National As-
sociation of Professional Organizers’ North Carolina chapter

and the National Study Group on Chronic Disorganization. 
“People want to dive in and do the whole house all at once,

but that’s not realistic. If you can define the goals so that you
have the light at the end of the tunnel when you start, then it
makes it more realistic. 

“It’s the persistence, doing a little bit on a regular basis
that gets the job done. It’s true whether you are trying to get
organized and put a system in place or in maintenance, where
you have a system already in place.”

Lest anyone accuses us of living in glass houses, we (including
moi) are letting you in on some of our staff’s own messy lit-
tle secrets. Watch and learn as we take our own baby steps (with
Crocker’s help) to declutter and organize a kitchen junk
drawer, a bathroom vanity drawer and a workbench — three
problem areas found in most busy households. Perhaps you will
feel inspired to pick up that trash bag and get back to work. 

Staff writer Bridgette A. Lacy can be reached
at 829-8925 or blacy@newsobserver.com.

I haven’t seen a piece of paper
I don’t like. Being a feature
writer, I am always saving notes
for various writing projects.
The kitchen junk drawer has
become the home for not only
notes on writing projects, but
grocery receipts, recipes, in-
struction manuals for kitchen
appliances, office supplies and
just about anything I am not
sure what to do with. Stuff was just thrown in
the drawer.  I wanted a drawer that was functional
and in which I could actually find things without
having to rifle through the drawer. 

■ Pull everything out of the drawer.
■ Sort like items into piles. 
■ Identify items that can be thrown away such as decorative
bags that have browned and old grocery receipts. Trash them.
If an item fits better in another place in the house, put it there.
(In my case, the spare Christmas tree lights in the drawer
could be stored with holiday decorations.)
■ Measure the drawer. Before heading out to pick up contain-
ers for the drawer, look at the items you want to store in the
drawer to determine what your storage needs.
■ After buying what you need, implement new system. 

Bridgette
Lacy

■ When searching for organizing supplies, look for storage
accessories for the kitchen as well as for the closet. Storage
items can vary in dimensions and one style may be more prac-
tical — or prettier — for your specific storage needs than another.
■ As you put items in their new homes, play around with the
placement, making sure it functions with your daily routine.
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Time: One hour, 5 minutes.
Supplies: The Everything Drawer
and an interlock bin.
Price: $8.52 at Bed Bath & Beyond
with a 20 percent off coupon.

[the junk drawer]

[the solution] [organizing tips][time & money]

[Garage and bathroom vanity drawer inside, page 4e]

Appliance manuals as
well as old and new
recipes take up a space. 

Notepads and paper
are neat and ready
for jott ing down
ideas and numbers.

A contest for the birds

D iehard birdhouse builders have had their ham-
mers out for months. The rest of you need to
get to building. The Great N&O Birdhouse

Competition is a few months away and we all know
how time flies. 

Reserve March 29-April 1 for the annual contest at
the JC Raulston Arboretum in Raleigh. A lecture kicks
off events on March 29, with entry registration and
dropoff on March 30. The deadline for entries is 6 p.m.

Winners will be announced March 31.
Adults can enter creations in
the Professional, Serious or
Flight of Fancy. Children’s
categories are Ages 4-6, Ages
7-9 and Ages 10-12. 

Also, for the first time, there
will be a North Carolina Her-
itage category. Anything that
speaks to or celebrates the

rich, vibrant and quirky cul-
ture and heritage of the

state is game. Get full
contest rules at new-
sobserver.com  key
word: homegarden. 

SEE ANGELOU, PAGE 10E

Groups -- packets
of floral preserva-
tives, spare key
rings, and more
pens -- go together.

Because I usually open
mail while I cook, tools
that come in handy
are now at my finger-
tips in a two-tiered
sliding compartment.
Stored beneath are
items that are not used
on a regular basis. 

]one drawer
at a time[


