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Why read this book?


It’s an all-day celebration where every minute is filled with the people, music, food and drink that you love most. You’re surrounded by your best friends and closest family. Everyone there wants you to have the most amazing day of your life, and will move mountains – or at least tables and chairs around the venue – to ensure that happens. So surely planning your wedding should be a whole lot of fun?


And it is – but most brides (and the few blokes out there who join their fiancées in more planning than just attending the wine-tasting) also find big-day-making to be one of the most stressful times of their lives. Parents fall out, friends turn into enemies, the groom that you want to spend the rest of your life with seems to think watching the football is more important than working out the style of your aisle, or doing anything connected to the big day, really. And you become that person you swore, over endless episodes of Don’t Tell the Bride, that you’d never be. Yup, you’re Bridezilla.


Why does it end up like this? Well, we can lay some of the blame on the booming wedding industry. Britain’s nuptials industry is valued at around £10 billion and even has its own award ceremonies where suppliers toast their success in getting Britain’s brides and grooms to part with their cash – and sometimes their sanity – for services most nearly-weds hadn’t even known existed.


Yet no bride-and-groom-shaped vodka luge will guarantee a long and happy marriage. If you still need convincing that you don’t need to spend a lot of time or money to have a great day, think of the average success of a celebrity marriage. Kim Kardashian’s wedding to Kris Humphries cost $10 million … and their marriage lasted only 72 days, which works out at around $138,900 for each day of married life together.


It’s not just the expense of a wedding day that can send the average bride gaga faster than she can say ‘I do’, it’s also the fact that, before waltzing down the aisle, a lot of brides find themselves yanked in every possible direction by people stretching from Great-Aunt Dolly to the soon-to-be in-laws who you’re desperate not to upset – but who you also don’t want taking over your big day.


A friend of mine got engaged and, bouncing around in happiness with her other half, decided that they wanted a small do – just with family and friends, kept fairly shoestring so they could save up for a mortgage. Then her prospective mother-in-law let slip that she had already invited her ex-hairdresser, her husband’s boss’s daughter – oh, and her dog’s best friend’s dad. It’s no wonder my friend felt a little strained.


Then there’s the pressure to be original. Most of our parents’ generation didn’t feel this pressure. I blame Facebook. After years of going to friends’ weddings, and seeing their snaps plastered over the social netosphere, many of us feel keen to make our day different, with favours or food stands that no one’s ever seen before, or entirely home-made catering, or getting a personal wedding hashtag trending – anything to make the wedding the one that everyone talks about and dominating news feeds the next day. Sometimes we just put the pressure on ourselves, and it seems like there’s one helluva lot of wedding planning to pack into a few short months.


But this book is about to make your life a whole lot easier. The single most stressful part of organising a wedding is that there seems to be so much to do. You’re not entirely confident about the legal stuff about getting married, or perhaps you feel like you’ve forgotten something crucial – though you’re not quite sure what it is. On the following pages, you’ll find details of every bit of a wedding day that you could possibly want to include in your own, so you can pick and choose the bits you’d like. Like a maid of honour – but one who will never get sick of wed-chat and handing out advice. This book will not only help you decide how you want your big day to be, but also how to get it all organised.


In the lead-up to my wedding last summer, I had shouty days and happy days, mad days and disorganised days, and I spent most of my time at work (sorry, boss) surfing hundreds of wedding blogs to check out what everyone else was doing. Two rooms of my flat were devoted to making little lavender pots for guests and trying to grapple with a table plan. Then when it was all over, and we’d unwrapped every bit of our gift list after the big day, my (it still sounds odd) husband and I started talking to recently married friends who revealed they’d all gone through the same dilemmas and organisational confusion.


At the same time, most of us got wed just as the UK’s economy plunged into recession faster than a hard-hurled bridal bouquet. We had learnt that just because you may be budgeted-restrained, doesn’t mean you have to hold back.


And that’s where this book came to life. Some fellow newly-weds and I spoke to all of the caterers, venues, florists and everyone that helped us make our days, delved through our notes, remembered some of our successes and plenty of our mistakes, and together edited down what you really need to know about getting hitched – and how to have a fun and relaxing time doing it. I’ve also included a list of the coolest blogs and websites you can visit to inspire you along the way. Inside this book you’ll find a step-by-step guide to organising every part of your big day, from the second you say ‘yes’ until hours after you say ‘I do’.


This book is packed full of ideas for home-made details, because, as one friend puts it, ‘after a year’s planning for my winter wedding, designing invites, testing menus, working out which flowers were in season when, and planning things to do for the kids, the things our guests kept talking about after the big day were the DIY ideas: the photos we dotted around our venue, and the scrapbook guest book I made with friends.’


Also throughout the book there are top tips from the experts – photographers and caterers, DJs and wedding planners – who have provided handy checklists you can take along to meetings with your suppliers so you don’t get duped. They also reveal where you can get away with cutting costs – just don’t tell their clients that you’ve secured their know-how for a confetti-sized fraction of the price!


So pour a glass of something bubbly, sit back and relax. Laugh over wedding stories like the one about the ushers who had to dash around to neighbours’ kitchens to heat the main dishes after a power failure at the reception. Everyone had a fab time eating by candlelight and the whole drama made for a memorable day. All weddings are wonderful. However mad, scary or bad it may feel at the planning stage, however many rain showers come or wardrobe malfunctions occur, the sheer joy of the day overcomes them all in the end.


Here’s how to enjoy the journey.


What is a wedding?


I saw this listed on the first page of a Q and A on a wedding website, and laughed as it went on to explain, literally, what a wedding was, and then discuss the ‘reasons why people get married’. The answers it gave, by the way, were ‘love’, ‘social acceptance’ and … ‘the benefits of a dual-income household …’ Hmm!


I’m definitely not going to outline what a wedding is here, but I just put the question in because it’s a useful reminder on those days when the planning gets stressful, or your fiancé(e) isn’t helping AT ALL, that there is a reason why you’re getting married. OK, so it might possibly be social acceptance or ‘the benefits of a dual-income household’, but it’s most likely to be because you love someone so much you want to spend the rest of your life with them. So if at some point you feel like you might go bananas, try to book a date night for the two of you, where no wed-chat is allowed, or write a short and sweet note to whoever is driving you potty and ask them to ease up. Just be sure to keep the endgame – a long and happy marriage – in sight.
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You are invited to …
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How to start planning your wedding


Ping! A few months after my own big day, I received an email from a friend. Subject line: HELP!


It was six months before his wedding day, his work had transferred him to Boston, and despite endless nights of transatlantic wedding-planning Skype chats, he and his fiancée weren’t sure what to start organising, or even if they knew everything they had to actually organise.


That’s where the From Yes to I Do to-do list started its life. It’s a checklist of all the various parts of a wedding, so you won’t forget a thing. It’s the Countdown Planner found at the back of this book (Added Extras B). Try not to get freaked out by its length – not every element on the list will apply to you, and in any case, like some monster work assignment, it can just be useful to break the planning down into stages.


It begins with one decision you can’t escape making, whether you’re planning on tying the knot while snorkelling in the Caribbean or in a big white dress in front of your nearest and dearest in a local hotel, and that’s when you’re going to get married.


Picking a date


As a first decision goes, this can be a tough one. What are your priorities – a long engagement, a particular location, meeting your budget, or all of those things? Picking the season is a good place to start working it out: do you want to get hitched in winter or summer? Spring or autumn? Some brides and grooms will want a long engagement, and others want to sprint down the aisle. Be warned, too, that some venues are only open during certain months of the year, and also that the date you choose could have a big impact on costs: traditionally, winter weddings are cheaper because they’re less popular, so suppliers drop rates. However, that’s not always true – the romantic winter wedding where weather is less of a concern means demand has evened out.


Most venues will offer last-minute discounts for those booking a date, say, two or three months away. You may also be more likely to secure your top venues, favourite photographer, etc. in winter than spring/summer, when their dates may book up more quickly.


A little heads-up, though, that summer dos can lead to a psychological problem known as ATTWF – or addiction to the weather forecast. In the lead-up to the big day, it’s easy to confuse ‘weather forecast’ with ‘wedding forecast’ – you visit your venue, spot the blooming rose garden and gorgeous gardens and become desperate to celebrate outside. But a spot of rain won’t make or break your day, and if you think about it, very few days of the year see solid rainfall all day, so try not to stress – you’ll probably still be able to get outside for some photos, at least.


Adrian Stone, an experienced videographer, has a warning though: ‘The last great summer we had was five years ago, and since then it has been nothing but rain, mist and fog. The UK has one of the most unpredictable weather patterns in the world – I am still amazed when I see brides and their family get upset when their beautifully planned summer wedding is washed out.


‘If your heart is set on a hot summer wedding with blue skies and gorgeous weather, get married in the south of France or South Africa – countries where, when the weatherman forecasts seven days of hot sun, he actually means it.’


But Adrian is South African, so he might be a bit biased! To make a ‘when to wed, weather-wise’ decision based on facts, the Met Office has a useful page telling you average rainfall, sunshine and temperature during all the months of the year at tinyurl.com/metofficemaps. And since you can never guarantee sunshine – or a dry day – in Britain, if your heart is set on an outdoor ceremony, be prepared to have white wellies on under the dress … Or an indoors Plan B just in case!


Beyond time of year, think about what is the best day of the week for your wedding too. Yes, Saturdays are traditional, but you could save money (and skilfully eliminate any people you don’t actually want to be at your wedding but have to invite) by going for a midweek wedding date.


Whatever you opt for, it’s a good idea to book your ceremony and reception venue – if there are two – at the same time. Booking one, only to discover the other is full up that day, will be a hassle, and possibly expensive too if you end up losing the deposit.


After picking a date, some brides and grooms like to send out ‘save the date’ cards to ensure everyone they want to be there is free. Be careful, though: it’s tricky to uninvite someone if you later realise your venue is too small/your budget is stretched/you actually can’t stand them – so only send these to people you’re sure you want to invite. Or you could just phone or email key people ahead of time and let everyone else wait for the invites.








I wish I’d thought of that …


Tom married Elizabeth in May 2012 in Lezant, Cornwall.


‘Like many couples we were really, really, I mean REALLY, worried about the weather. The wedding reception was to be held in a barn at Lizzie’s dad’s farm. Fine, one would think … it’s May after all! We became obsessed with the long-range weather forecasts for the day, which were convincing us it was going to pour with rain. It was our constant talking point.


In the end, three days before our wedding, baking temperatures moved in and we were lucky enough to get married on a cloudless day. You really can’t worry about what you can’t control! Try and find the little things about the day that your friends and family will recognize as unique to you and your partner.’










Choosing a location


Where you wed will depend entirely on the kind of ceremony and party you want. With religion less of a part of many brides’ and grooms’ lives and families moving around the country more, nearly-weds are often opting for exotic, exciting and often faraway locations, rather than choosing their childhood church and a nearby venue. A survey carried out by You Gov found that the average British couple shells out more than £1,500 each year on attending weddings – that’s all the expense of parties, presents, outfits, accommodation and travel.


If you’re a family-minded couple who just want to be surrounded by your closest friends and relatives, it’s probably a good idea to marry in a geographically convenient place – somewhere that the most possible important people will be able to get to. For most of us, that sadly rules out St Lucia.


If you are keen on getting married abroad, there’s good budget news: you can often organise package deals for nuptials overseas, depending on where you pick, which can work out cheaper. But you’ll have to be OK with the fact that you’ll likely have far fewer guests, and accept the fact that some important people, like older relatives or those with big families and/or busy jobs, may not be able to attend.


In the UK there are thousands of wedding venue options, depending on whether you’re getting married with a registrar, and so need a licensed site, or opting for a church or other religious ceremony and just need anywhere with room for dinner and a boogie afterwards. The venues chapter (Chapter 2) lists sites where you can search for locations for both the ceremony and reception according to your top priorities, be they a late licence to party or a big enough venue to hold the world and his (new) wife that you want to invite.








HOME-MADE DETAILS


One way to say thanks to your guests for taking the time to attend your special day is by making it personal to them, and you, with home-made details like favours, a cake table for dessert or DIY invites. You’ll find ideas dotted throughout the following chapters which you can personalise to your tastes. To lessen the stress, try to start on these details as early as possible so you can plan and work slowly. Another way to ease the workload is to encourage friends to get on board too – it’ll be more fun in a group, and they will (hopefully!) love feeling a part of your big day.
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Paying for it all … the budget


One of the scariest things about weddings – more terrifying even than the first dance – is paying for it. Brides are supposed to walk down the aisle with something borrowed, but none of us want that thing to be cash. Yet the average wedding in Britain now costs more than £20,000. To put that into perspective, it costs something like £2,800 an hour for the average 3.30pm-till-midnight wedding. You could probably get Beyoncé to do a personal performance (for, oooh … about 12 seconds) for that rate.


One of the most toe-curlingly horrible elements of the wedding day industry is the firms that exploit brides’ and grooms’ dreams of a celebrity-style day and offer extortionate ‘wedding loans’ which they claim are available to even those with bad credit ratings. But often the interest rates are so steep that the debt will probably still be around on your tenth wedding anniversary, or even on your twenty-fifth. Starting your lives together in debt because of a big white wedding day sadly makes your chances of marital success much lower: financial worries are one of the biggest reasons for couples divorcing.


There’s no better reason than that for avoiding any spending on your big day that will necessitate going into the red. The only really important thing about a wedding is the marriage at the end of it and the really wonderful things any guest remembers about a big day are the cheap-as-chips ideas, like amazing vows or personalised messages. If you are totally obsessed with having a massive party that you can’t currently afford, consider postponing for a year and embarking on some intensive saving and working overtime; otherwise, stay sensible, make a budget that’s affordable, and stick to it.


There are lots of free online wedding-budget planners that will help you work out what to spend on what. But first, the awkward bit: you need to know how much you have to spend. So if you think your parents, other relatives or anyone else may be financially helping you and your partner out with the wedding costs, you’re going to have to have A Conversation about it. It’s never going to be easy to talk about money, especially if it’s with your gonna-be in-laws, but sit down with them over a drink or a meal, ideally with the engagement excitement still fresh (hey, it might encourage more generosity).


If anyone seems embarrassed or vague, explain that you want to be sensible (there’s no point planning visits to Westminster Cathedral if your budget is going to be more suited to Warrington Register Office or, indeed, vice versa), so you need to work out what you can spend in different areas. People may want to contribute a set amount, or they may instead prefer to be responsible for a particular part of the day (flowers, transport, catering, etc.), or perhaps they are unable to contribute at all. Whatever the outcome, it’s best to know early on. Oh – and a wild-card idea that wouldn’t suit most people but is worth having a gander at: one bride and groom got their entire wedding sponsored to secure all their suppliers without paying a penny. Apparently it’s common in America, where some brides even, um, walk down the aisle with a sponsor’s logo on their dress … Strange but true: check out mybigfatsponsoredwedding.com for a UK bride’s version.








How much will it cost?


In 2013, 21% of weddings in the UK cost under £5,000


36% cost £5,000 to £10,000


35% cost £10,000 to £20,000


7% cost £20,000 to £40,000


Just under 1% cost more than £40,000


(Excluding honeymoon. Source: Confetti.co.uk)









Once you do know of any sums people are able to give towards your wedding day fund, pulling together a guest list (not a definitive list of who’s coming and who is going to sit where – that joy is still to come – but a rough guide to give the gist of numbers) will help you to establish what your budget needs to be.


When that’s done – take a deep breath – it’s budget time. My (now) husband loves a bit of Excel, and wedding-related spreadsheets were pretty much his only contribution to wedding day planning, but the extra guidance available from budget-makers on specialist sites such as Google weddings (google.com/weddings/plan.html) and My Wedding Dreams (myweddingdreams.co.uk/budgetplanner.php) make spreadsheets simple and these templates help you think of most details (Google’s is particularly exhaustive).


Some rough quotes from suppliers (newly-wed friends may be able to supply estimates) will help you to put numbers into your spreadsheet. Generally, the average wedding bill is made up as follows:
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Try to add a financial buffer zone – unforeseen costs always pop up, such as tips and dress-alteration costs, so when you’ve got your final figure, add about 5–10 per cent extra for contingencies. If that number dwarfs your total spending budget, see if you can prioritise rather than go into debt.


A bride with 10,000 Facebook snaps who is never seen without a camera will probably see a pro photographer as a must-have, whereas a shy bride who is wary about the idea of a lens being nearby all day might just want pro photos at the ceremony so she can stop stressing about it at the party, so costs can be cut that way. Music buffs might want to book an amazing band, while just-get-up-and-dance cheesy music-lovers could be happy with either a DJ or an iPod playlist stuffed full of their favourite tunes.


A bride I know whose best mate was a chef asked him if he would bake a wedding cake as his gift. He offered to do a dessert buffet too, which freed up some of her squeezed budget for another element of the day. When planning, try to organise your budget so wedding day must-haves are at the top, and go from there to balance your books. The less-important parts nearer the bottom of the list might have to be cut back – but don’t despair because it’s just as likely that you’ll be able to find a home-made or cheaper alternative.


‘While planning my wedding I was blown away by ideas in wedding mags and started dreaming of having both a photo booth and vintage ice-cream van on site,’ says one bride-to-be who wed near the beach in Cornwall. ‘But once I realised each would cost something like £1,000, I sternly reminded myself that neither guests slobbering over Mr Whippys nor friends grinning like goons in passport pictures were vital parts of a happy wedding day, or a successful marriage. Friends set up a camera on a tripod inside an MDF home-made box and in front of a white sheet, with a box of excessively stupid fancy dress gear nearby, and made us our own fab (and cheap) DIY photo booth.’


Before thinking about increasing your budget so it matches your wish list and going into debt, try to be imaginative, ask friends and family for help (financial and/or practical – people love to help and feel part of a wedding) and spend carefully. To help you save towards your big day, consider putting aside a set proportion of your salary into a regular saver bank account (find the best-paying rate at moneyfacts.co.uk) as a wedding fund. Be clever with what you’re saving too: one couple who worked in a supermarket last year saved up 40,000 Nectar points over 18 months, and used them to cater their entire wedding reception – with quiches, sarnies and sausage rolls on the menu.








Put your wedding budget in perspective…


Michael Douglas and Catherine Zeta-Jones (2005) – £1m


Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes (2006) – £1.4m


Elizabeth Hurley and Arun Nayar (2007) – £1.7m


Paul McCartney and Heather Mills (2002) – £2.4m


Elizabeth Taylor and Larry Fortensky (1991) – £2.6m


Chelsea Clinton and Marc Mezvinsky (2010) – £3.3


Wayne Rooney and Coleen McLoughlin (2008) – £5.25m


Kim Kardashian and Kris Humphries (2011) – £6.5m


Petra Ecclestone and James Stunt (2011) – £12m


Prince William and Kate Middleton (2011) – £22m


Vanisha Mittal and Amit Bhatia (2005) – £43m


Prince Charles and Lady Diana (1981) – £72m


All figures are for total wedding expenditure and adjusted for inflation















10 easy money-saving ideas


Could you…?


1 Go off-peak. It could be a midweek wedding or just opting for a morning ceremony and afternoon tea, but booking your big day in an ‘off-peak’ slot could help you make big savings on your venue costs, and give you much more haggling potential with every other wedding day supplier. Think of it like this: if they know they’ll either be twiddling their thumbs at home on that Thursday evening, or catering/shooting/hosting your big day, they’re likely to go lower for you.


2 Cut your guest list. The more people you invite, the more invites there are to buy, meals to arrange, drinks to organise, and it could even mean having to pay for a larger venue. This problem is often made easier by idea number one: only the people who really love you and want to celebrate your big day will take a day off work for you! If you need to cut down further on numbers, consider making the day adults-only. Be wary: any parents told to leave their offspring at home generally won’t be offended if it’s a blanket ban, but if you include some kids and not others, you could trigger an upset on the day. Lastly, if you or your fiancé(e) have a really big family and you just don’t have much spare room, you might need to explain to friends (and/or distant family) that you’re limited on numbers and are having to make a rule on couples – such as spouses and live-ins only. If you can’t fit everyone in, or not everyone can come, it’s worth looking to see if your venue is online and can hook up ‘wedcasting’ – using Skype to screen the nuptials from afar – which is especially great for anyone abroad or elderly and unable to make it to your venue. Cutting down on the number of ‘VIPs’– like having fewer bridesmaids, ushers, flower girls, etc. – will also help you to trim spending on extras like bouquets, buttonholes and cravats.


3 Recruit friends. Whether it’s your amazing-at-baking aunt making the wedding cake or artistic best friend doing the table plan or flowers, if someone near and dear has a creative talent, ask them if they’ll help you out – it could even be their wedding gift to you. Or get a group together for a task like invite-making or putting together the order of service, with your best-handwriting friend doing the calligraphy, and call it a party.


4 Pick a clever location. If you, your fiancé(e) and most of your friends and family all live in one place, this might not work, but more often than not a chunk of the guests will come from Aberdeen and another load from Cornwall. So if that’s the case, and a lot of people are going to be travelling anyway, opt for somewhere nearer the less-expensive location – usually outside of main cities.


5 Think about the timing of the day. A 3 p.m. ceremony, for example, might mean you have to serve guests canapés, dinner, plus a late-night snack, depending on how long the festivities go on for, but if you kick off at 5 p.m., you’ll only need to shell out for canapés and dinner.


6 Consider all-inclusive. Opting for a hotel or restaurant package that offers the reception, wedding breakfast, booze and entertainment all in one often works out cheaper than organising each individually. Then if you want to make your day more personal, you can spend more time and money on tailoring with DIY details such as photos, table decorations, personalised table names and more (see Place cards and table numbers and Flower power).


7 Ditch the invite. Yes, it’s non-traditional, but setting up your own wedding website and emailing out the link means you can be much more imaginative with your love story, share more plans with your guests, and really make a splash. Not convinced it can ever be as wow-inspiring as a paper invite? Check out jessandruss.us/ – what happens when an illustrator and a web designer get together: so good it went viral. Alternatively, if you still want paper invites, set up a website with an RSVP form, directions to the venue and gift-list details to save having to have extra inserts and pricier stamps in the invite.


8 Borrow something. Alongside something blue, new and old, it’s a crucial part of the recipe for wedding preps anyway, so why not make it something like a borrowed venue (would a family friend’s garden play host to an amazing dinner?), vintage dress (you’ve always admired that picture of your grandma on her wedding day – is the dress still lingering in your mum’s loft?) or a friend’s posh car to pick up the bride?


9 Be a trendsetter. Yeah, you could pick the pricey band that all your friends have booked for their big days, and hire a caterer to whizz up plates of beef Wellington for everyone, but if you start scouting out gig nights to find some new kids on the block that get everyone dancing, or opt for catered food from your favourite local restaurant, you might give jaded wedding guests a happy surprise as well as cutting your bill.
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