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NORMAN VINCENT PEALE


The secret to a successful Christmas lies not in how much money you spend, but in how you spend your time making it meaningful and special in your own individual way. The true magic of Christmas comes from spending time with loved ones, observing the long-held traditions of Christmas past and making new rituals to carry forward into Christmas future.


With forward planning the preparations can each be an aspect to enjoy – whether that be taking time to admire the lights and atmosphere while Christmas shopping or putting on some Christmas tunes and having a festive baking session.


This book is filled with tips and information to help you keep your cool this Yule and create a festive celebration that will put Santa’s elves to shame, including home-made and unusual gift ideas, tried and tested recipes, projects to make and do with the kids, as well as pointers for how to keep the family peace and how to celebrate a greener Christmas.
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W. T. ELLIS


The key to a stress-free Christmas is preparation. With a bit of forward thinking you can enjoy each aspect of the festive build-up, rather than rushing to do everything last minute. So get your sparkly party-planning hat on and use this chapter to make your own checklist of things to do in the countdown to the big day.


 


THE BEGINNING OF NOVEMBER


Work out a Christmas budget. It’s so easy to get caught up in the festive spirit and end up overspending. As well as gifts, remember to factor in postage, food shopping, decorations, party outfits, nights out and events, and any charitable donations you plan to make.


[image: p8.jpg]


Tickets to the local pantomime or a theatre trip to see a musical or ballet need to be booked well in advance to secure the best seats and prices – the London theatres take bookings several months ahead, and you can sign up to your local venue’s newsletter for details of their upcoming events.


 


It’s never too early to start thinking about Christmas shopping. Start by compiling a list of people you need to buy presents for and jotting down ideas in early November. Underline any presents that will need to be posted as you will have to buy those earlier to ensure enough time for delivery (particularly if they are going abroad).
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Post presents early to ensure they arrive in good time. The Royal Mail publishes last posting dates for letters and parcels to UK and foreign destinations on their website every year in the run-up to the holiday season: www.royalmail.com. Surface mail is cheaper than airmail for posting items abroad but remember that it takes quite a bit longer.


 


Bookmark any interesting-looking websites. Gifts can be ordered in plenty of time to beat the last-minute rush.


MID TO LATE NOVEMBER


Write your Christmas card list in mid November so that you have time to check that addresses are all up to date and see which cards need to be sent overseas.
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Get an Advent calendar – it’s a lovely way to count down the days towards Christmas, especially for children. Chocolate calendars are in the shops by early November, but if you wait until towards the end of the month you can usually buy them at discounted prices. Or why not make your own? (See ’A Child’s Christmas’.)


 


Get your party invites out early before people’s diaries fill up. If you’re hosting more than one party for separate circles of people (e.g. family and neighbours), consider having them on consecutive nights so that you only have to clean the house once, you can do all the cooking in one go, get one set of flower arrangements/centrepieces, and so on.
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If you plan on doing some of your shopping online, check in advance what your preferred online retailers’ cut-off points are for ordering and delivery to avoid the disappointment of a late delivery. When ordering items to wrap at home rather than for delivery straight to the recipient, do it as far in advance as possible so that you have time to check the items and send them back if they are unsuitable or damaged.


THE BEGINNING OF DECEMBER


Give the house a good clean at the start of December. Tidy away clutter to make room for the decorations and get them down from the loft in preparation. Check for breakages and whether the tree lights are working in case you need any replacements. If you are expecting house guests over the festive season, prepare the spare room(s) and stock up on clean towels and sheets.
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At the beginning of December, start adding touches to your home to herald the start of the festive season with a wreath on your front door and a poinsettia plant on a windowsill.


 


Plan your party season outfits in advance. If you are going to several parties with separate sets of people you can minimise spending by wearing the same outfit more than once with different accessories. Ladies, if you’re going to a ball and want to get your hair or nails done, make sure you book an appointment well in advance – December is a busy month for hairdressers and beauty parlours!
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Write up your Christmas cards and start posting them in the first week of December. This is especially important if you are posting cards abroad.


 


A good Christmas pudding needs time to mature for that rich, heady flavour – some people make their pudding a year in advance, but a good four weeks should do the trick. A traditional Christmas cake needs time to mature too – about two weeks is the minimum, though many people give the cake a month or more, ’feeding’ it regularly with brandy or sherry applied through skewer-holes to develop its flavour and moistness (see the ’Eat’ chapter for more information on festive baking).
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Order your Christmas turkey by the start of December. You can buy from all the big supermarket chains, of course, but for quality meat your local butcher might be the best bet, and they can offer personal advice on the size of bird you need.
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The last Sunday before Advent commences is known as ’Stir-up Sunday’, because it’s traditionally the day when people make their Christmas pddings.





Buy your wrapping paper and gift tags early on so that you can wrap presents as you go to avoid a last-minute intensive wrapping session. It also means that should any nosy parkers locate your present stash, the surprise won’t be spoiled. Just remember to label the presents clearly!


[image: p10.jpg]


Get your food shopping done early. Plan your festive menus and collate everything into one grocery shopping list, then do an online order or hit the supermarket in one go in mid December, leaving just perishables and fresh produce for the last few days before Christmas. If you are placing an online order for your Christmas essentials, be sure to book your desired delivery date well in advance, as all the best ones go quickly! And remember that if your order is due to arrive on Christmas Eve, the shop may have run out of certain items or substituted items you don’t want; it may be best to receive your order on 23 December so you have time to run out for replacements if necessary.
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Make a festive centrepiece for your table. If you are using fresh components such as holly, do it in the last few days before Christmas so that it is looking at its best for your celebrations. You can find instructions for how to make a centrepiece in seasonal magazines or on the Internet – otherwise you can just use your imagination to create something truly unique!
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Some people like to get their Christmas decorations up at the start of December, while others prefer to wait until a few weeks in. Decorating the house is a fun activity to do together, so set a date and get everyone in the home involved – plan to bake some cookies and put on that Christmas playlist to fill the house with festive smells and sounds.


 


Put your Christmas tree up. Traditionally, trees were put up on Christmas Eve, but nowadays many people put them up much earlier. It will depend in part on what type of tree you go for – with a real tree you will need to consider how long it will stay fresh (and make sure you make an effort to keep it at its best by regular watering), as you don’t want to be left with a bare stump and a pile of brown needles when Christmas Day arrives.
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If you are going down the traditional Christmas cake route, you can marzipan, ice and decorate the cake any time from a few weeks to a few days before Christmas.


 


Set some time aside in the weeks before Christmas to do festive activities with the kids – see ’A Child’s Christmas’ for ideas of things to make and do. If you are planning to make any Christmas presents (see ’Glorious Gifts’), remember to factor in time for that too.
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Make some food in advance and freeze it about three to four weeks before Christmas. See the ’Eat’ chapter for a list of festive foods that freeze well such as mince pies, vol-au-vents and other pastry-based treats.


THE WEEK BEFORE CHRISTMAS


Collect the turkey from the butcher in the final week of Advent. Or, if it is frozen, don’t forget to get it out of the freezer a good 48 hours in advance of cooking to allow it to defrost. Check the cupboard to see if there is plenty of turkey foil.
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Assign a photographer for Christmas Day – after all your preparations it would be a shame not to have photo memories of it all. These days, almost everyone is equipped with a camera to record the highlights of the day, so you may be spoilt for choice!


 


Get out the Christmas biscuits, sweets, nuts and fruits and create a festive display on a sideboard or table in the last week of Advent so that you and any unexpected visitors have something tasty to dip into.
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Do your last bits of shopping for fresh produce such as milk, bread and fruit and vegetables in the last few days before Christmas. Make sure you have enough essentials to last you until after Boxing Day so that you don’t have to interrupt the festivities with an emergency supermarket outing. (Though sometimes ’making do’ can be part of the fun of Christmas – remember, the world won’t end if you run out of frozen vol-au-vent cases!)


CHRISTMAS EVE


On Christmas Eve, before the children go to bed, put out a mince pie and a glass of sherry for Father Christmas – and don’t forget a carrot for Rudolph! It’s also the right time to hang up the Christmas stockings or pillowcases, with your children’s help.
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Do some preparation for Christmas dinner such as making the stuffing mix and counting out quantities of vegetables.
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Set the table with festive napkins, Christmas crackers, glasses and cutlery. Freshen up the centrepiece and add extra holly if needed.
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