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Introduction

The Shabby Chic ideals of beauty, comfort, and function apply as perfectly to gift giving as they do to furnishing a house or decorating a room. Gathering gifts, giving gifts, and receiving gifts are ways to show we care about friends, family, and people we love. I think what’s really important is to pay attention and take the time to give appropriate gifts with a great deal of thought put into them. For me, the process of gathering, putting together, and presenting gifts is really a personal experience, both in what’s being given and what’s being received.
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Too often today, the meaning behind gift giving is overlooked. Gift giving has become an act of duty, unnecessarily expensive, and commercial. Any gift worth giving is worth creating with effort and meaning. With that in mind, the giving of gifts becomes meaningful to the people involved–the giver and the receiver. That’s what the art of giving gifts is to me.

beauty, comfort, function

Even the simplest of gestures can be made special and intimate. Recently a neighbor of mine moved away, and I wanted to relay the message, “I’ll miss you, and here’s a little bit of Malibu to take with you.” I gathered some sand and tiny shells from the local beach, and put them into a simple antique mustard jar. The individual items were of little financial value, but the combination of the two elements–the sentiment and my effort–gave the gift emotional value.

For me, the way to achieve these kinds of gestures is to spend time in thought. Every day I keep an open mind and heart about things that might be part of a perfect gift for somebody. Each time I find myself at a flea market or antique mall, I look for everyday vintage items that I can pair with new or other antique elements to create really dramatic, beautiful, and personal gifts. The key is letting gifts evolve over time.
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personal gifts

When vintage shopping, I never really know what I’m going to find, so it is important to keep an open mind but also to be very selective. I look for items that really speak to me aesthetically, inspirationally, or emotionally. When I find them, I put them away until the perfect occasion presents itself. The wonderful thing about shopping for gifts in this manner is that gathering is never a chore. It’s never a trudge to a department store or a last-minute scramble at a mall. As well as being quite pleasurable, shopping over time tends to be cost-effective as well.

In my world, gifts do not always have to be something you can see and touch. They can be a gesture or a thoughtful effort. A simple tray of food can be a wonderful way to tell someone you care. I bring my daughter a tray every evening before bed. I give her a cup of tea or a glass of milk and some cookies. I always use a china cup and saucer, a pretty old plate, and a linen napkin. I include a little note with a couple of words to wrap up some experience of the day. Maybe she has gotten a great grade on a project for school or perhaps we didn’t get on so well, but whatever the day has been like, I like to jot down a few little words. I know these notes mean a great deal to her. In fact, she has an incredible filing system for them: she puts them inside a stuffed animal that she keeps on her bed. That tattered old whale probably has more of my notes than stuffing by now.
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telling a story

[image: ]

Sometimes I like to group together a few gifts to create a story. This past Christmas, I sent my parents in London a box filled with cashmere. There were scarves, hats, gloves, and sweaters. It was obviously expensive, but I knew they would love everything. And I knew it was something they would never buy for themselves. What made it more interesting than just a sweater in a box was the luxurious abundance of the theme–cashmere–and the various elements all grouped together. Putting together a themed gift does not have to rely on expensive objects, though. My parents’ gift was the exception not the rule. It’s just as easy to group vases of flowers.
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Whether it is a color, a material, or simply putting together like objects, once I find that special piece, I can then commit to a theme. This allows me to be creative and make a statement. It communicates the message, “I’ve thought this all through and made the effort to tell a story.”

In addition to finding and putting together the perfect gift, the presentation of the gift is very important. It should be just as meaningful as the gift itself. I love to present gifts in pretty vintage boxes. Beautiful ribbons and fresh or floppy flowers are so scrummy (scrumptious + yummy). My philosophy of wrapping is that it should be an extension of the gift, and be as thoughtful as the gift. The wrappings actually can be little gifts in themselves. I always have a drawer filled with tattered flowers in muted colors and all sorts of silk, satin, and velvet ribbons.

A gift should be beautiful in itself and its presentation. The function may be specific or lie purely in its inspirational qualities. And the comfort of any gift is in knowing the affection the giver displays to the recipient through the thought, effort, and meaning of the gift.
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When I saw one of these dressmaker’s forms at a flea market, I thought it might be a nice core for a gift to help her understand the process of dressmaking, whether sewing or designing. Attempting to wrap such an awkward gift would be too difficult and unnecessary. I placed all the smaller elements in a bag, which can be used as a sewing bag, and draped it over the neck of the form.

I knew when I discovered this pale green painting palette that I had the foundation of a gift to give to someone who either already dabbled in painting or might want to take it up. Then I found this fabulous plate. I love finding items that explain the creative process. I purchased some brushes, paints, and paper to complete the gift.
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the creative process
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I always try to look for an inspirational quality in presents I’m gathering. When I’m creating inspirational gifts, I like to stay loyal to the core philosophy of Shabby Chic by combining the old with the new. I always seek out an object that will become the focal point of the gift, and then I add new items to make it really practical and useful in today’s world.
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You never know exactly what you’re going to find when you’re searching for gifts of this type, but if you keep your eyes open on your daily travels, you will come across something you know is absolutely perfect.

searching for treasures

[image: ]

My daughter is madly into fashion. That is okay with me, providing she can be inspired creatively. Here are some pretty fabrics and a couple of sewing patterns to include in her gift.
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These beautiful, glass-headed straight pins are perfect for sewing or just as something beautiful to catch the light.

Gathering Gifts

Because so many of us lead very busy lives, convenience can take over. It’s so easy to just pick up the phone to order from a catalog, order on-line, or just pop over to the local shopping mall. We have all gone one of those routes at one time or another to pick up a quick gift. But, if it’s at all possible, I prefer gathering gifts in my own way, over time at flea markets and antique malls. I love the idea of building and then giving a gift that will inspire somebody. This is not something you can do with a last-minute telephone call or shopping expedition. It only takes a little bit of thought, effort, and creativity.

The lovely thing about giving somebody a gift of inspiration is it really can be life changing. Therefore, the gift goes on forever. Every time the person gets involved in the particular thing that you’ve inspired them to do, they may remember that they were motivated to become involved in the first place because of you.
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A beautiful ribbon tied in a floppy bow and a few vintage flowers were all the gift wrapping it needed.
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This plate shows the different shades that colors become on china after they’ve been fired in a kiln.

I came across two real treasures recently for someone who likes to paint. First, I spied a fabulous, dusty old painter’s palette. Then, I found a plate that had been used by a factory to test the firing of colors. I love the education process that the plate demonstrates. To complete the gift, I added some new brushes, water-colors, and paper. This gift includes everything a person needs to actually paint, and then some inspiration to start them on their way.
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Sometimes people cross our paths who have a profound or very meaningful effect on our lives. for those people, I always keep my eyes open for the perfect gift that expresses my sentiments. It can be the simplest of things. It’s a matter of applying thoughts and words.
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Presenting the gift nestled in soft tulle in an old hatbox creates a safe and dreamy place for storage.
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Completing the gift with embroidery threads, a sweet old needlepoint cushion, and new needles and scissors leaves no excuse for not finishing.

One way to present a gift of inspiration is to look for incomplete items. These are projects that people once started, but for whatever reasons they just stopped, and somehow these unfinished items land up for sale somewhere. Finding a hand-worked, incomplete item is always
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