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WHAT MAKES A MERRY CHRISTMAS?


The proportions may vary from one home to the next, but the ingredients tend to hold true for most. To us, the jolliest holidays comprise a blend of the tried and true and the unexpected—beloved traditions along with whimsical surprises. Heirloom recipes, silly rituals, oddball ornaments, family in-jokes. Licking the beaters, baking breakfast bread, stringing a popcorn garland, and untangling the lights (okay, maybe not that one). Early pots of coffee and late-night sips of warm cocoa or mulled wine. They’re about fun, magic, joy, and above all, the shedding of everyday preoccupations to be truly in the moment with the people you love best (or as many of them as you can fit under one roof).


Because there’s always room for more holiday magic, we’ve mined the magazine’s archives to bring you some of our favorite country-Christmas decorating ideas, handmade gift inspiration, and recipes for unbeatable entrees, elevated side dishes, and holiday desserts so pretty they belong on a pedestal.


As for the silly rituals and family in-jokes—well, those are still all up to you.



















PART 1


decorate
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IDEAS FOR EVERY ROOM


Decorating your home for the holidays is like unwrapping a gift in reverse: Instead of peeling back the layers of patterned paper, gleefully ripping off ribbons and bows (or gingerly removing them to store in a box for later use), you’re adding on layers, bundling your home—and by extension, all those who enter it—in your most appealing, and personal, array of seasonal accoutrements. From the day you haul home that prized specimen from the tree farm (or unearth your beloved artificial number from the storage shed) to the moment the last heirloom linens have been laid out on the dining room table, prepping your home for another year of Christmas festivities is an act of celebration in and of itself.
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The holidays are all about anticipation, and nothing sets the stage for the good times to come like a joyfully adorned front door. Seasonal greenery, a cheery bunting, wintry artwork, even a full-size tree—it’s all fair game, indoors or out.























CHAPTER ONE


gather


WARM AND INVITING SPACES


--------------


From the tree adorned with one-of-a-kind ornaments amassed over many holidays past to the cherished mantelpiece mainstays that have become as much a part 
of your annual December ritual as tuning into the Weather Channel’s televised Santa Tracker, so many of the cornerstones of holiday décor find a home in your family 
room and foyer. The most memorable setups are anything but cookie-cutter—they don’t even have to be red and green! All they have to be is yours.
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White walls and furniture provide a pristine backdrop for cheery pops of color and unexpected holiday accents—ice skate–inspired stockings, a cardboard taxidermy deer sporting a Rudolph-red clown nose—to really shine. Textured throw pillows and papier-mâché ornaments in red and blue keep things cozy, warming up the otherwise icy palette. It’s an airy-meets-merry winter wonderland.







Festive First Impressions





Let the neighbors duke it out over who’s got the most elaborate light display. Winning the award for warmest welcome is a much more worthwhile—and less electric bill–inflating—pursuit.
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What better way to say joy to the world—okay, neighborhood—than a house embellished with barn red and evergreen? This outbuilding’s classic L-arm exterior light fixtures add a touch of the latter hue year-round, while shedding light on a festive-meets-functional arrangement of everyday planters, pots, and pails piled high with birch logs, plus a pair of tiny trees bedecked with pinecones. But the greenery doesn’t stop there: An all-weather wreath of Scotch pine and fir upgraded with LED lights and hardy ornaments complements a similarly adorned drape of greenery above.
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Whether your guests have come from over the river and through the woods or just from the other side of the cul-de-sac, a rustic wreath (assembled from a twist of moss- and lichen-covered twigs), a stack of cozy plaid flannel blankets, and a vintage Danish muller filled with warm spiced wine will knock the chill right off.
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Not the Santas and sleighbells type? Relying on subtler seasonal elements that can carry you from fall through the end of the year makes for a cozy compromise. Dress up a grapevine wreath (or a pair of them) by nesting nuts and apples in the lower half, then hang with 3-inch-wide burlap ribbon. Repurpose a bushel basket as a rustic planter for shrubbery or a mini tree, and display coordinating wool blankets on the rungs of a wooden ladder. The finishing touch: a stash of firewood stacked on a bench, which promises a crackling good time inside.
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A pinecone wreath is another earthy way to get the holiday point across, without a lot of flashy (jingle) bells and whistles.
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Propped against a wall at one end of the porch, a giant toboggan stands sentry to accept December guests (when it’s not carrying a crowd of them, cheeks flushed with cold, down a snowy hill). A pair of skates dangling from the door reinforces the playful message.
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Crisscrossed wooden skis bring a winter-sports vibe as the base of a wreath (just hang a vintage pair in an X shape, and add the seasonal greenery on top). Grain sack trees give racing stripes a rustic twist—and you can pin holiday cards to the surface for an easy display. Layer on Nordic motifs such as a woolen snowflake throw and Fair Isle–inspired wrapping papers for even more ski-chalet chic.







[image: ]


A front-hall console or side table can become the stage for a joyful holiday vignette—a bowl of ornaments here, vintage figurines there. Stash extra blankets and throws in a basket beneath for more warm-and-fuzzy feelings.







Opening Acts





Greenery, goodie bags, and gift stacks galore! Set the scene as soon as guests step in the door with decorations for the foyer, staircase, and more.
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Commission a spare chest of drawers to serve as a way station for gifts. Add greenery or a wintry bouquet to act as an anchor for the arrangement.







BRIGHT IDEA


Drape a folded throw or a wide woolen scarf over a side chair’s seat to add an unexpected pop of a holiday hue.
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Don’t save all the presents for Christmas Eve. Treat overnight guests to welcome gifts of candy and hot cocoa mix, bundled in coffee mugs. Hung from a garland-draped banister, they brighten guests’ arrival and point the way to their temporary digs all at once.
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Who needs needles? This bare-branched ivory tree is the ideal small-space solution for the decorator who wants to maintain a mostly monochrome palette and an airy entryway feel.
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Coats can go in the closet. This time of year, why not turn over the workaday rack’s prime real estate to a display of gift-stuffed stockings or a hanging fabric advent calendar? Round things out with coordinating cushions on a hallway bench nearby, or a pet bed with a swapped-out seasonal cover.







Cool Comforts





Not so into red and green? Cool and muted hues can still be plenty merry. It’s all about being true (blue) to your personal style.
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Behind the stairs, tucked-away built-in seating and shelving offer a sweet nook for stashing extra gifts—or a convenient perch for arrivals to sit down and unpack them.
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With its natural textures, calming palette, and glinting hints of sparkle, this easy-breezy stairwell is nautically nice. On the banister, a 2-inch-thick hemp rope accented with mercury-glass clamshell ornaments gives classic greens a shipshape look, while driftwood tabletop trees and a shell-encrusted sconce underscore the coastal theme. Top watery-blue and sand-colored kraft paper packages with a seaside ornament for a little extra splash.
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A vibrant green swag and golden beaded garland make a casually glam complement to this romantic, blue-hued hallway, while drawing the eye up to emphasize the room’s lofty proportions.







Put It in Neutral





Subdued seasonal accents drawn from the natural world embody an “all is calm, all is bright” approach to the holidays.
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All the winter embellishments this midcentury modern-
meets-country setting needs are a few well-placed pinecones and a none-too-flashy tree.
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A diminutive potted evergreen straight out of the Charlie Brown playbook gets an extra dose of charm from a perky plaid bow tied around its upper trunk. The only other color in the room comes from a lush garland and a stack of snuggly blankets below.
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Who says ornaments only belong on trees? In this library-like den, floor-to-ceiling built-in bookshelves glimmer with gold and silver baubles that play off the room’s glass and brass accents.







BRIGHT IDEA


Hang symmetrical bundles of greenery or mistletoe for a modern, sophisticated feel.
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A clubby-meets-campy vibe prevails in this deep teal–hued living room, thanks to a kitschy display of paint-by-numbers (scored at estate sales), a taxidermy deer head with ornament-adorned antlers, grain-sack stockings, and an impressive collection of 4-H ribbons (sourced, en masse, from a thrift store’s dollar bin), hung alongside ornaments on the tree.







Vibrant Living Rooms





From Santa’s big down-the-chimney entrance to all that exhilarating unwrapping, this is the space where so much holiday magic happens. And getting it ready is half the fun.
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Antique ornament fans know: Vintage Shiny Brite® balls are a go-to for adding color to a holiday scheme.
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Dress a mantelpiece with evergreens in contrasting textures for a more organic-looking arrangement.
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the perfect winter fire


Whether you’re playing a game of charades or simply warming yourself after a bracing winter walk, there are few things nicer than a crackling open fire at this time of year. Here’s how to get the warmest glow.


GREEN OR SEASONED?


Like a good wine, firewood improves when stored and matured correctly. Recently chopped, or “green,” wood is still full of water. It will burn less efficiently and smolder, potentially causing a dangerous buildup of creosote in the flue that could lead to chimney fires. Cutting and splitting wood, and keeping it under cover in a well-ventilated store—known as seasoning—allows the moisture to escape. As a general rule, hardwoods take two to three years to season, while softwoods take a year.


SOFTWOOD OR HARDWOOD?


Hardwoods (such as oak) have a greater density of fibers than softwoods (such as pine), so they provide you with more fuel, which burns longer and slower than the same volume of softer logs. However, seasoned softwoods create more intense flames, which are useful for getting a fire going.


WHICH TREE?


Different types of tree burn in different ways, so experiment to find the one that best suits your requirements:




* Ash is considered to be the best firewood, as it will burn evenly without being seasoned.


* Oak takes at least two years to season, but it’s worth the wait: It makes excellent firewood, burning slowly and producing lots of heat.


* Pine and larch blast out plenty of heat when seasoned but have a tendency to spit, so they are best used in a wood stove. Pine twigs are also great for starting a fire.


* Apple and pear will scent the room with a glorious aroma and are good for cooking over, as the smoke gives a lovely flavor to food.
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Equal parts glitzy and grounded, this scene gives everyday elements extra-special upgrades: Brass fruit votives shed light on a deer with gilded antlers, and gleaming metal leaves peek out among pine needles. Paper flowers and greenery sprigs seem almost sculptural when displayed under glass.
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This neutral, understated home’s reclaimed-beam mantel finds a fitting complement in a swag of green and brown magnolia leaves. The round, driftwood-framed mirror above reflects light and stands in for a wreath.
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A limited—but warm and tactile—palette of natural materials (leather, wood, ceramic, and stone) defines this minimalist, yet still cozy, home. An unfussy asymmetric wreath leaves room for negative space above the fireplace.
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Filled with split logs (some accented with tinted chalk for extra panache), a nonworking fireplace still provides a festive focal point for this family room.
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a little santa magic


MAKE CHRISTMAS MORNING MORE MEMORABLE


with snowprints left by Santa. Simply trace a pair of men’s boots or dress shoes on cardboard. Cut out the template and place it by the fireplace or front door and sprinkle powdered sugar around the edges. Remove cardboard, being careful to keep outline of shoe intact. Ta-da! Hard (and fast!) proof that Santa Claus has been to town.
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An old vintage star light sourced at a flea market brings carnival flash to this Christmassy mantel.
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It doesn’t have quite the carrying capacity of Santa’s sleigh, but a vintage wooden wheelbarrow can still do a bang-up job of holding (or hauling) piles of presents.
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Holiday-appropriate plaid accents, like the throw on the ladder and the scarf on the caribou, add timeless (and lighthearted) charm to this family room. Displayed year-round, apothecary bottles bring typographic punch to the mantel and make handy holders for individual evergreen sprigs.







Embrace Antique Touches





Vintage decor (whether originally intended for the holidays or not) adds serious charm to a seasonal scene. Figurines and furniture, stockings and signage—the possibilities are endless (sort of like Santa’s to-do list).
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In this pattern-packed living room, more is most definitely merrier. Striped and plaid stockings play nicely under a painted-wood rendering of Old Glory, and animal-adorned throw pillows make themselves at home on quilt-covered armchairs. A lamp with a map-printed shade and checked curtains amplify the ambience.
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An antique mantel from the early 1900s frames this family room’s nostalgic holiday details: old-timey stockings, throwback artwork, and a humble, natural evergreen swag. Kraft paper packages brightened with red and white string complement the classic aesthetic.
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Traditional Swedish Dala horses stand in festive formation atop a hand-me-down butternut dresser and an antique oval Shaker box. Above, an evergreen array of family photos are displayed.
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Need motivation to get a jump-start on gift wrapping? Small packages covered in vintage papers and tossed in a wooden bowl make for a happy tabletop display before the Big Day.
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Why stop at an evergreen swag when you can brighten your banister with colorful vintage ornaments and a big red bow to boot? A potted tree in a vintage potato chip can offers guests a subtle signal to drop any gifts on arrival, leaving their hands free to receive a cup of hot cocoa (or a hot toddy) straightaway.
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Plaid fabrics and printed gift wrap deliver warmth and energy to this masculine, woodsy room, while bold red camping lanterns enliven the stone fireplace. A modestly sized Christmas tree gets a boost from a rustic wooden crate in the corner.
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File this idea away for next year: An antique card catalog cabinet can provide an extra display area for extended family members’ stockings or can be a great alternative if you don’t have a mantel—and there’s no end to the fun surprises you can stash in its drawers for curious visitors to discover.







Savor the Moment


A TRIP TO THE TREE FARM
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SAY WHAT YOU WILL about the convenience of an artificial tree, but there’s nothing like holiday decorating from the ground up. So go on a hot cider–fueled pursuit of this year’s specimen. As is true for most family outings, good-natured arguments will ensue, but all will be forgiven by the time that slightly off-kilter fir finds its home. And as you go to hang that clay handprint ornament from 1972, you’ll be reminded that family, like that one-of-a-kind tree and its humble homemade trimmings, is perfect in its imperfection. Take that, plastic.
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Christmas Collectibles


Vintage Ornaments


These candy-colored retro trimmings will infuse your tree with the spirit of Christmases past. Here’s what to look for:




[image: ] INDENT: Originally designed to catch and reflect the candlelight of Victorian Christmas trees, fancy indented shapes had a resurgence in the 1950s. (They fell out of favor the following decade, when more subdued looks became popular.)


[image: ] Glass: The first glass ornaments were made in Germany in the 1800s; midcentury styles from Shiny Brite, the world’s largest ornament company at that time, were originally sold at Woolworth’s for as little as two cents for six and are still popular today.


[image: ] Cardboard cap: World War II rationing restricted the use of metal, so ornaments made during that period have now-coveted cardboard caps and string hangers. They also featured simpler designs, lacking the shiny “silvered” interior of prewar glass bulbs.


[image: ] Diorama: Made in Europe and Japan, these ornaments display festive holiday scenes. Italian varieties such as the deer and elf vignette shown here command the highest prices.


[image: ] Cotton: Constructed from cotton batting, this style, popular from the 1890s to the 1920s, is virtually unbreakable and was often given to children for decoration and play. Pieces from the noted firm Heubach are some of the most desirable finds.


[image: ] Dresden: These embossed paper pieces derive their name from the German city in which they were crafted. Dresdens were fabricated from the 1880s to the 1910s; production ceased when the town was bombed during World War I. Due to their scarcity and extremely delicate materials, they are the most expensive ornaments on the market. With its elaborate tack and gilded florets, the pictured horse head is a prime example.
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A limited palette of silver, blue, and white brings cohesion to this snowflake-centric tree, while beneath its boughs a colorful Christmas village nestled atop faux sheepskin rugs makes for a cool alternative to the standard gift display.







Tree Styles





Your family’s Christmas tree is as unique as a fingerprint—or a time capsule—embodying decades of DIY experiments, family memories and milestones, and evolving addresses and tastes. But that doesn’t mean you can’t take creative cues from other well-executed specimens. Here are a few noteworthy examples from across the aesthetic spectrum.
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Overflowing with good tidings, this homespun tree trades glittering tinsel for an assortment of holiday greeting cards (clipped to jute rope with mini clothespins), and a spirited mix of jewel-toned ornaments from the 1950s and ’60s.





RETHINK


the tree skirt


There’s more than one way to spruce up a trunk. Here, five ideas for trees big and small:




1. A woven bushel basket lends rustic appeal (position it under a potted tree right side up, or cut a hole in the bottom and invert it over a larger tree’s stand).


2. A no-nonsense galvanized bucket conjures farmhouse charm beneath a pine or fir.


3. Slipped over a potted tree’s planter, a burlap coffee sack perks things up.


4. Repurpose a vintage food storage tin (printed with advertisements for bygone brands) to hold a tabletop tree.


5. Arrange a few affordable sheepskin throws around a larger tree’s base to approximate a snowy scene.
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Featuring jolly red lettering, this former potato chip pail is the perfect vessel for a mini tree.
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Dried citrus wheels and kumquat danglers infuse this tree with sunshine (and scent); gingerbread snowflakes provide their wintry counterpart.
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Even a petite tree, when dressed up with antique glass balls, artificial birds, and lifelike berries, can provide all the evergreen appeal of a full-size specimen. Just perch it atop a spare chair and surround with seasonal accents for eye-level impact.
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Burlap poinsettias, a seven-pointed paper star crafted from vintage sheet music, and a cascade of bells attached to jute webbing strike a charming and rustic note, while antique sleds double as throwback decor elements and clever gift-delivery systems.







BRIGHT IDEA


Assign each family member a sled, and pile on gifts accordingly.
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A tree embellished with pennants from national parks and roadside attractions offers a ready source of conversation starters and ample opportunities for reminiscing about family adventures past.
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Wintry woodland frills (owl and deer ornaments; a forest of flocked bottle-brush trees in lieu of a skirt) evoke a snow-laden trek to grandmother’s house, while flickering clip-on, battery-operated candles hark back to the days of lighting tapers in windows nightly. Antique snowshoes and skis reinforce the frosty feel.







The Great Outdoors





Your home’s exterior provides even more opportunities for decor—here are ideas for seasonal accents that carry the merry far beyond your front door.
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Even outdoor (and in-between) spaces become vital sites for overflow activities when relatives arrive en masse. Here, woven chairs, a metal table, and a mounted stag turn an enclosed porch into a (wild) game room, in more ways than one.
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Create an attractive—and action-inspiring—outdoor display from a collection of antique snow shoes and vintage sleds. (You’ll have guests racing to the top of the hill or the trailhead in no time flat.)
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It’s hard to say which adds more warmth to this outdoor scene—the blaze flickering in the fire pit, the cheery lanterns encircling the patio, blankets and throws awaiting use on each chair, or the extra-large Christmas tree gleaming through the picture window beneath a star-shaped twist of string lights.
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Leaned against a little-used vehicle, an antique wooden sled with a wintry all-white wreath winks at guests on their way in or out.
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