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INTRODUCTION


If you don’t love the place where you live, everything suffers. In this book I want to teach people who have lost their way how to turn their houses into treasured homes.


‘Past and craft’ is a mantra that I’ve lived by for years, and one that I’m determined to spread. I want to inspire people to reuse, recycle, make do and mend, ditch the factory-made for the handmade, and delve deep for vintage finds. Forget the new – bring in the old!


For the TV series Kirstie’s Vintage Home I set up my own vintage workshop in a café on the bohemian Portobello Road in London. I crammed it with a wide range of skilled designers and makers, and made it my one-stop shop for everything handmade and homespun. The experts shared their crafting skills with me so that I, in turn, can share them with you. Among the many projects and techniques in this book, I’ll be showing you how to turn neglected items into beautiful design pieces, and how to create heirlooms that can be passed on to children and grandchildren. Above all, I want to show you how to take inspiration from different decades of interior design – from the glamour of the art deco era to the pop art colours of the 1950s.


While I am not an interior designer, property has always been my thing. I suppose I would call myself a true believer in the home. I am convinced that the key to creating interiors we love is to personalise our homes with unique items that reflect us. And the two best ways to do this? Looking to the past, to items that are pre-loved, worn in and ripe for reinvention or reuse, plus making personal and unique items by crafting them ourselves.


Looking to the past to furnish and decorate your home has become a very trendy way of doing things in recent times. Vintage is ‘in’, but as far as I am concerned, it’s the only way to make a house a home. Long after the fashion crowd are onto the next thing, I will still be trekking around second-hand shops and antiques markets. I hope that by the end of this book you’ll be just as hooked as I am.


The best bit about shopping, buying and thinking this way is that everything holds a history. Once you get into this mindset, believe me, there is no going back. It’s like an addiction and you are always on the lookout for your next fix. It’s all about seeing the potential in items, and that’s where the second part of making a home comes in – craft.


If you want to inject personality, warmth and comfort into your home, there is no better way to do so than by making something with your own hands. If you haven’t done so already, I’d urge you to discover the joy – and addictiveness – of crafting. You’ll end up with something unique that nobody else in the whole world has, something special you can pass on to future generations.


Crafting for the home doesn’t have to be complex, and it certainly doesn’t have to be perfect. There are endless straightforward, effective and simple projects around, and this book has some of them. So if you are new to the crafting game, start small, perhaps with some cushions, and build up to more complicated things. And if a seam is a bit wonky or a fabric pattern doesn’t match up exactly, then hey, who would really notice anyway?


Ultimately, my message is this: the past and crafts go hand in hand because they’re both about seeing the potential in things for your home and giving them a new lease of life. Whether it’s painting an old chair, displaying vintage tins or making cushions from period fabric, if you surround yourself with things you love, you are creating a beautiful home that reflects who you are and what you are all about.
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The Vintage Home




Kirstie’s Vintage Shopping Guide








VINTAGE. Everyone’s talking about it, but why is vintage so great? Well, the reason I truly love it is because it has a history. Vintage things have been cared for and loved through generations. They’ve stood the test of time and, once you get your hands on them, they will continue to be cherished for many years to come.


WHAT IS VINTAGE?


Nowadays the word ‘vintage’ is bandied about all over the place, especially in relation to style and fashion, but I think it’s just a smart way of saying second-hand. Of course, The Oxford English Dictionary gives a slightly more elevated definition, saying that vintage ‘denotes something from the past of high quality, especially something representing the best of its kind’, so let’s use that as starting point. Furniture, soft furnishings, crockery, china, absolutely anything for the home can be vintage if you’re not the first person to have owned it, though it must be from the past and less than a hundred years old – any older makes it antique.


Vintage items have an inherent attractiveness and charm about them. I think of them as having personality and wearing their heart on their sleeve because of their visible wear and tear. That is something you simply can’t recreate, no matter how hard you try.


In auction rooms up and down the country, you will find old furniture that is beautifully designed, built and finished. It’s generally true to say that if you buy vintage, you’re buying something worthwhile, but not all vintage items will be looking their best when you first clap eyes on them in a shop window or auction house. More often than not, you have to look closely to see the potential. Could some cleaning and polishing turn a sad item into something desirable, or would painting and perhaps replacing fabric or handles be more in order? A little elbow grease and imagination can work wonders, and in this book I’m giving you lots of ideas and techniques for returning vintage items to their former glory. With these in mind, I hope you will be encouraged to look past the grime and see the gorgeousness.


My home is kitted out from top to bottom with wonderful second-hand finds. I don’t have a specific period that I stick to when shopping; I am more eclectic in my purchases, and simply buy things that I take a fancy to. It makes me happy to live with things I find pleasing and that are totally personal to me. Your home should do this for you too.


The best thing about creating your own vintage home is that it will be completely personal to you. You’re never going to walk into a friend’s living room and see the same identikit furniture and furnishings if you’ve handpicked individual vintage items. Of course, achieving the look is going to take a bit of effort – it’s not something you can find in a shop catalogue and buy wholesale – but you can have so much fun putting it together. The look is built up over time through finding things you like, things you think are beautiful, and sometimes even things you think are ugly but that can be worked into your scheme in some way. It comes about by finding a mish-mash of pieces for your home that can include cheap second-hand furniture you do up yourself, more expensive original items, pre-loved family pieces (valuable or not), one-off auction wins, and items that you have crafted yourself.


Clearly, vintage interiors take time and commitment, but what an interesting and satisfying time you will have creating yours! This book will guide and, I hope, inspire you on your way, whether you’re after a specific period style or a mix and match of styles. I will take you through each stage of the process – planning your home (see here), buying and doing up furniture (see here), making and arranging soft furnishings (see here) and finally crafting and adding those extra special finishing touches (see here).


During the course of the TV series, six different families were helped to create the vintage era of their dreams in their homes, and the results were just amazing. The homes were wonderfully stylish but still eminently practical, and that’s as it should be. My Vintage Style Guide here will show you how the families’ dreams were achieved, and you can use them as inspiration for your own dream vintage look.


MERGING OLD AND NEW


It’s important to make the point here that vintage style for your home is not about historical re-creation of rooms from the past. I’m definitely not suggesting that we travel back in time. A house decorated from top to bottom in a 1930s’ style, for example, could very easily look staid and feel more like a museum than a home. Our homes have to reflect the fact that we live in a modern world, otherwise they will be completely impractical. It’s all about taking the best from bygone eras and adding your own modern twist.


The trick to creating a successful vintage style is merging old and new. Sounds easy, but how do you actually go about this? To my mind, it’s about combining vintage pieces with items you already own (even if you need to do a bit of work on them to make them fit in), plus mixing in what you really need to live. For example, if you have a modern fitted kitchen but you love the 1950s’ look, you could invest in a vintage Formica-topped table to start your theme, using the bright colours from the table to guide your colour choices for walls and window treatments. You could then add other authentic 1950s’ touches, such as a ‘molecule and atoms’ coat rack (very popular in homes of the time), or three plaster ducks flying up the wall (ubiquitous in houses of that era). Finally, you could match your modern appliances in similar colours to bring the look together.


A note about buying new: if you do need to buy something new for your home, I urge you to buy British wherever possible and support our wonderful British designers and makers. After all, they are making the vintage items of the future. I believe that new designs can be life-enhancing too, so I’m all for mixing it up. The other week, for example, when my potato masher broke, I bought a modern one with an innovative handle design. It’s much more comfortable to use and makes the smoothest mash ever. Even better is that it’s fully designed and made in Britain.
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A pretty display of vintage glassware in Amber and Colin’s 1960s-style bedroom.








WHY BUY VINTAGE?


I’m a vintage shopaholic and I’m proud of it. There are lots of reasons why vintage shopping is so addictive, but the most important one for me is that it’s an emotional experience, not just a monetary transaction. I fall in love with objects and can’t leave without buying them. Of course, you never know when this is going to happen because you can’t go with a precise shopping list and you never know what you are going to find. Vintage buying is more about finding a connection to a piece and wanting passionately to spend time with it in your home. You never settle for second best when you’re second-hand shopping. Believe me, once you start you won’t be able to stop.


Second-hand shopping for me is not just a preference, it’s a statement of belief. I think it’s absolutely essential that we all start buying second-hand and continue buying second-hand because we simply can’t go on manufacturing new things in the way we do and filling up landfill sites with the old stuff that we don’t want any more. Second-hand needs to become a way of life. On a recent trip to the USA I was amazed and impressed that ‘yard sales’ take place every weekend all over the country. Americans believe that one person’s trash is someone else’s treasure. We need to get into this mindset. Things don’t have to be brand new and never used before to be new to us. Our world just doesn’t have enough room for us all to buy this way all of the time.


Buying second-hand also offers real value for money – it’s cheaper! If any reason to buy second-hand is going to get you, surely this is it. I wager that any piece of furniture you pick up in an auction room will almost certainly cost less than buying it from a shop. Of course it’s easy to go to the local flat-pack furniture shop and pick up take-away furnishings, but it really isn’t any cheaper than shopping at auctions, markets, junk shops, salvage yards and second-hand shops. Those flat-packed items also lack the passion and attention to detail that talented craftspeople put into their work. Buy second-hand and you are getting something that will last and won’t need to be replaced a year down the line.


LET’S GO SHOPPING!


I’m on the lookout for vintage items at all times because you just never know what you might come across when you’re out and about. There are the traditional places, such as car boot sales, charity shops, junk shops, auction houses, markets, and reclamation and salvage yards. Then you’ve got specialist vintage and antique shops, and the Internet is great too for both specialist and non-specialist buys.


Not knowing what you are going to find doesn’t mean you can’t do any preparation for your shopping trip. In fact, I strongly recommend you plan out your rooms and draw up a wishlist. This is especially helpful when you are buying furniture. If you have the dimensions of your rooms with you at all times, you’ll never be stuck when you come across a piece of furniture that you love and want to check whether it will fit. (See here for advice on planning your furniture and what to look for when you shop.)


Similarly, if there is a colour scheme that you want to follow, or a pattern that is setting the style of your room, carry a colour chart or pattern swatch with you at all times so that you can guarantee what you are buying will fit with your scheme. (here offers lots more ideas about soft furnishings.)


AUCTION HOUSES


My favourite place to buy second-hand is at auction houses. I’m the daughter of an auctioneer, so what do you expect? My ongoing mission is to get each and every person in the UK into our wonderful auction houses. Don’t be afraid. They can seem like daunting places from the outside, but once you go in and learn how they operate, they are the friendliest, most wonderful places to be, and they hold a treasure trove of vintage items.


If you haven’t been to an auction house before, just tell the staff who work there that it’s your first time, and they will show you the ropes and hold your hand throughout the process. Without customers they can’t exist, so they’re happy to help.


The great thing nowadays about auction houses is that they publish their catalogues online. Often you can put in an early bid for something if you can’t attend the auction itself, or you can browse the catalogue before you head along so that you know exactly what you want to bid on. If you can find the time to go along regularly to your local auction house, I urge you to do so because there’s always a bargain to be had.


Many people assume that buying at auctions takes a lot of time, but I want to dispel that myth once and for all. Not long ago, my family and I were spending the day in Exeter, so we popped into the local auction house to look around the pre-sale. After just an hour’s browsing, we left our bids and checked in later that week to see what we had won. From that one short browse I picked up a birthday present for my dad, plus the prettiest jug with six matching glasses, all for a bargain price. It couldn’t have been quicker or easier.


Visiting auction houses – and second-hand shopping in general – is a wonderful recreational activity for all the family. My kids love rummaging among the goodies on offer and, in case you’re wondering, they have never broken anything. Instead they go around absolutely fascinated, seeing things they would never otherwise come across, and asking, ‘What is this? Where does it come from? What’s it made of?’ It’s really educational. Just the other week my goddaughter picked up a vinyl record and asked what it was because she had never seen such an old-fashioned thing in her home. It made me feel very old.


One last word about buying at auction: consider buying job lots. This is where an assortment of stuff is sold off in a box, and you get the entire contents. The jug and glasses that I won in Exeter were part of a job lot that I paid £20 for, but the glassware alone was worth that to me, so I was happy with my purchase. It turned out that my friend liked a vase from the box, so she took that, and my other half took a large bowl that I didn’t like (I have to admit it looked OK once he had put some things into it), so everyone was happy.
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From the ancient and decrepit to the pretty and colourful, you can find virtually any object of your desire in antiques houses and markets.








INTERNET


Knowledge is power, and the Internet provides both if you use it efficiently. First, it can help you to research the price of second-hand items, and then you can use that knowledge to bargain more confidently. Of course, prices fluctuate according to changing fashions, but knowing the going rate is really useful when it comes to haggling. (See here for more on vintage furniture trends.)


Lots of dealers in vintage and antique items buy and sell online – in fact, some do almost all their business on the Internet. Their sites are especially valuable if you are looking for a specific item, so do a search and see what pops up. Some, for a fee, will also track down items on your behalf, which is useful if you’ve set your heart on something and your own searches have drawn a blank. Specialist sites are also great resources if you are a collector.


I collect Allsopp Beer memorabilia, as it makes great presents for my family. It’s fairly hard to come by, although I do find the occasional thing at markets and in second-hand shops. I regularly check into the big auction sites, such as ebay.co.uk and uk.ebid.net, and I suggest you do the same. If you have the time and you really want something, check in every day and look out for new things coming on. Although auction sites are popular with private sellers, lots of specialist vintage stores sell through them too.


When buying from auction sites, the rule is haggle, haggle, haggle. Look for the ‘Buy it now’ price, then click on the ‘Make an offer’ button just below it and make an offer. This can produce great results, but if you are a collector or want something specific, you might find it difficult to drive a hard bargain in case you miss out on the item altogether. In that case, I’d advise you not to worry about sometimes paying over the odds for items that you really, really want. If they mean that much to you, the price is worth paying.


The drawback of buying online is that you can’t touch and feel the things you want to buy. The only solution is to check the description carefully so that you know exactly what you are getting. Amber and Colin, who were doing up their 1960s’ Edinburgh pad, found a fantastic vintage sideboard online and were willing to take the risk of buying without seeing it in person. The gamble paid off, and they got a piece that really finished off their room. My best advice is always to get as much information as possible about the seller and the item they are selling. Under the Sale of Goods Act, what you buy must be ‘as described’, ‘of satisfactory quality’ or ‘fit for purpose’. When buying from auction sites, remember that your contract is with the seller, who is often a private individual, not with the auction site itself, so thoroughly check their returns policy before you do the deal.
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Lovely old picture frames, and often lovely old pictures, can be found in markets and junk shops if you delve deep enough.








SECOND-HAND MARKETS AND SHOPS


As with all second-hand shopping, it’s possible to spend lots of time at markets but still leave empty handed because there is nothing that really takes your fancy (although that never seems to happen to me). My best advice is to take your time when you’re browsing and have a good rummage around. Remember that most things can be cleaned up and polished, or sanded down and painted.


I took Iman, who was getting his home ready for the imminent arrival of his new baby, to Newbury Market, and he bought an amazing array of stuff. Among them was an art deco-style wooden letter holder and a 1930s-style table lamp, both perfect for the art deco living room that he and his wife Heather had in mind. A mirror and a fire-screen completed the trip – all picked up at bargain prices, and unique items never to be found elsewhere.


RECLAMATION AND SALVAGE YARDS


Ever wondered where old banisters, fireplaces, chandeliers and other big discarded items end up? The answer is reclamation yards and salvage yards. It’s possible to find almost anything in these places, from vintage parquet flooring to pretty knick-knacks (our families found a whole range of stuff ), though nothing will be in tip-top shape or ready to use. If you are looking for largeish vintage items and are willing to put in the elbow grease to get them looking good and back in working order, these yards are the place to go.


I took Ellie and Nick, who were doing up their house in Kent, to my favourite reclamation yard in Park Royal, west London. They found a whole table’s worth of items for their 1930s’ kitchen and dining room, including light fittings, door handles, vintage signs, picture frames, baskets, an old iron and an unusual knife cleaner. And because they were buying so much, they were able to negotiate on price and bagged themselves a bargain.


SKIPS


If someone is getting rid of something, the chances are that they won’t mind you taking it, but the law states that you must ask the owner’s permission first. Recently my other half and I were driving home and spotted the most beautiful French doors in a skip around the corner from our house. There didn’t seem to be anyone around to ask permission, so we went for it. Hours later a friend called asking where her French doors were. She had spotted us manhandling them up the street on her way back from the shops, but we hadn’t noticed the number of the house the skip was outside. Fortunately, she didn’t mind, but if you find yourself in a similar situation, don’t get caught out – always ask.




Kirstie’s VINTAGE SHOPPING GUIDE


When you’re shopping for vintage there are four main pieces of advice that I can give you. I’ve learnt them over the years and to me they are invaluable. Always have them at the forefront of your mind when second-hand shopping and you won’t go too far wrong. Here goes…


1.


Don’t worry what others think. It’s your home and you are the one who has to look at the item every day. If you like it, go for it. Have confidence in your taste and what you love. I always take a leaf out of my kids’ book because they have none of our inhibitions when it comes to second-hand shopping. Kids really don’t have a sense that something isn’t good if it’s second-hand. If they like it, they don’t care what others think. Be a proud forager.


2.


Be decisive. When I was at a market recently, I spotted a tin bath that I thought would be great down at Meadowgate for washing wellington boots outside the back door after muddy jaunts through the woods. Foolishly, I decided to have a think about it, and guess what? I was beaten to it and missed out. If you’ve done your planning, you’ll always be carrying your wishlist of items and it will help you to be decisive when you spot something (see here for more about this).


3.


Remember, almost anything can be washed. Hot soapy water can go a long way towards making something look or smell a whole lot better. If you’re considering an upholstered item, give it a good sniff and then judge whether you should buy it. You can get a really great bargain on a second-hand bed, for example, but I know lots of people turn their noses up at the very idea. I’ve noticed that beds often seem to have been hardly used, so I reckon it’s definitely worth checking them out. Use your judgement: if you can see that something has happened on the bed (the mind boggles), don’t buy it; but if it smells and looks all right, there’s nothing stopping you.
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